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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Lacertin Alaseth stood outside the palace, the cool breeze of the elemental ara blowing along his face. The wind here was so different than the bitter, hot air he’d spent the last few months suffering through while in Nara and then Incendin. His warrior sword, a gently curved blade he long ago named Fillian, hung sheathed at his waist. He didn’t know the reason he hesitated entering, but a part of him wasn’t ready to return. Months away from the palace, time when he’d had only one responsibility, had given him a different perspective. Now that was all over.

      With a sigh, he started through the garden outside the palace. The entire garden was shaped into existence using water, wind, earth, and fire. Ancient shapers made the design at a time when they still had skills now lost, and had designed it to remind those passing through of the different lands within the kingdoms. There were trees with a shaped breeze meant to represent Galen, the steady lapping of waves from a pool meant to be Vatten, rows of tall flowers for Ter, and the sand and hard rock of Nara. Lacertin avoided all of it, sticking with the path leading through the heart of the garden and into the palace.

      Servants moved quickly all around. Lacertin blinked at the activity, much more than he was accustomed to. Many carried linens, hurrying through the halls and up the winding stairs to the king’s chambers, and others brought things like basins of water, candles, and bandages.

      The air within the palace had a medicinal odor to it, and Lacertin realized the king had grown sicker than the last time he’d seen him. Then, he’d still had a sense of vibrancy, an air of strength, that made it difficult to believe that he would ever fail. Yet even then, the sickness within him was spreading. Lacertin had sensed it but felt helpless to do anything to slow it. Water shaping was not his strength and had never been. If there was anything he could do with a fire shaping, maybe he would have been able to help. Instead, he was left with a sense of hopelessness; the only thing that he could do to help his king was to follow his command and find the lost artifact.

      Would it matter now that he had?

      “You are not to be here.”

      Lacertin turned to see a compact man wearing a crisp white uniform staring up at him. His long nose protruded from beneath wire-framed spectacles, and his hands were squeezed before him in something that resembled a bow. “Am I not?” he asked with a hint of a smile to Bren. Once, the old master of servants would have recognized him. Perhaps Lacertin had changed more than he realized while he was gone.

      “The palace has been closed for the last two weeks. Missives were sent throughout the city—”

      “I’m here to see the king,” Lacertin said softly.

      Bren’s eyes flicked from Lacertin’s face to his dress, the now-dirty cloak hanging around his shoulders worn nearly threadbare and tattered, before finally settling on the sword hanging from his waist. If nothing else, the warrior sword marked Lacertin as one of the king’s warrior shapers, and that should give him full access to the palace.

      “Lacertin,” Bren said. He’d recognized the sword rather than his face, Lacertin suspected. “You have been gone many months.”

      “King Ilton assigned me a task and requested that I not return until it was complete.” His hand drifted to his pocket, where the parts of the small golden box rested. Even now, it was incomplete, but he didn’t dare remain away from the city any longer. It was the first time that he had failed his king. “Is he…” He glanced to the stairs leading toward the king’s quarters, watching the flurry of activity from servants making their way up and down.

      “He lives, if that is what you ask,” Bren said. He made a sharp motion with his hand and two of the servants making their way down the hall took off into a run. Bren looked back at Lacertin. “Much has changed while you’ve been away. The king no longer rules as he once did.”

      No longer rules. That meant that the illness had spread much more than before, possibly enough that Ilton was beyond hope. Ilton would eventually succumb to the illness—his weak water sensing told him that much—but he’d hoped that the water healers would be able to delay it. The healers at the university were master shapers, so if they couldn’t do anything, then perhaps Ilton was farther gone than he had expected.

      “Althem rules?” Lacertin asked. He tried to mask the irritation in his voice but feared that fatigue made his feelings toward the prince known. He and Althem had never seen eye to eye, less so with as much as Althem favored Theondar.

      “Althem meets with his father regularly for guidance. Most feel that Althem already rules, but he has made it clear that he does so in his father’s name.”

      There was a note of respect in Bren’s voice that Lacertin recognized. Surprising, considering the way most felt toward Althem prior to Lacertin leaving the city. Even Ilton hadn’t viewed his son all that favorably, thinking that Ilianna might be the more natural leader. For even that to change, for Ilton to willingly work with Althem, it told him that even more had changed than he had expected.

      Possibly, his return had come too late to be of any use.

      “Tell me, Bren, where might I find the king?”

      “Althem is in—”

      Lacertin cut him off with a shake of his head. “Not Althem. I seek Ilton.”

      “As I’ve told you, Althem rules in his father’s stead.”

      Lacertin nodded. “That may be the case, but it was King Ilton himself who assigned my task. I would have him know that I’ve returned.”

      “Lacertin, you know that I respect what you’ve done for the kingdoms,” Bren started, “but Ethea is different now. The shapers are different.”

      ‘What do you mean the shapers are different? The university remains. The masters are unchanged. There are warriors—”

      “Not as many as there were. We’ve lost Roln and Pherah.”

      Lacertin clenched his hands. He hadn’t known that either had been lost. “What happened?” he asked softly.

      “You… you didn’t know?”

      “Word did not spread where I have been.”.

      “It must not have, else you would have returned sooner.”

      “How?” he asked.

      Bren led him down the hall, guiding him away from the main part of the hall, moving him away from the continued movement of the servants, as if he feared what he had to share. His lips were pursed into a thin line and he made no effort to answer Lacertin’s question.

      They stopped along the wall of portraits, each one of the previous rulers of the kingdoms. Warriors were expected to learn the names and faces of each, though few took that responsibility seriously. Lacertin had made a point of learning as much as he could about the prior rulers, knowing that he could better serve Ilton in the present if he understood the past. There were hundreds of portraits along the wall, many made so long ago that the paint had long since faded, leaving them barely more than smears of color.

      In the thousand years that the kingdoms had been in existence, there had been hundreds of rulers, some for as few as weeks, while others had served for nearly half a century. Ilton had lasted nearly thirty years, but now his reign was coming to an end and Althem would assume the throne.

      Lacertin wondered if there was significance to the picture Bren stopped in front of. Chaladon, Third of his Name, had been a fair ruler, but the historians had long claimed that he died before his time. Some claimed assassination while others thought it the result of an uncontrolled shaping.

      “I have often wondered if these other rulers ran their household in much the same way as King Ilton. Were they as open as he has been? Or did they run the palace with a firmer hand?” He crossed his arms over his chest as he stepped down the hall, stopping this time in front of Queen Althea. She was a notoriously difficult ruler, using her strength in shaping lead, but with more force than historians now viewed as necessary.

      “What are you implying?” Lacertin asked.

      Bren glanced up the hall. There was no one around them. “I imply nothing, Lacertin. I merely make an observation.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand your observation.”

      “You have always been blunt, haven’t you?”

      Lacertin laughed. “I haven’t found any reason for deception and that being a little more forthright prevents any confusion.”

      “There are times when it pays to be more circumspect,” Bren said.

      “That may be true within the city, but outside the city, in the rest of the kingdoms, there is no need to be circumspect.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps had Pherah and Roln been more careful, they would still live.”

      Lacertin frowned. What did Bren imply by such a statement?

      Pherah had been his closest ally. Most outside the kingdoms saw the warriors as a unified group, but they were anything but unified. There were warriors like Lacertin, who served the king with what had been called a blind fervor—he considered it a measured devotion—and others who preferred a more calculated response.

      Pherah had served Ilton with the same loyalty as Lacertin. Hers came from a different source than his, though. Ilton had always been good to Lacertin and had treated him better than any in his life. Growing up in Nara, he was accustomed to others viewing his people as something less than the rest of the kingdoms, as if he served in any less a capacity than any of the other warriors. Pherah had a different reason for her devotion, but one no less valid: she was the king’s sister.

      Lacertin felt a little different about Roln. He was a skilled warrior and had been one of the first to offer lessons to Lacertin in earth and wind shaping when Lacertin learned that he could be a warrior, but he was always distant. There had never been a doubt about his loyalty to the throne, but he was never all that warm or welcoming. Still, Lacertin felt pain at his loss. Losing both Roln and Pherah weakened the kingdoms, but more than that, he worried about why they had been lost.

      “What happened to them?” he asked.

      Bren glanced up the hall again. “Roln investigated a border attack.”

      “Incendin?” Lacertin hadn’t heard of a border attack, but that didn’t mean that there hadn’t been one. He’d been so focused on finding the parts of Ilton’s artifact that he hadn’t paid any attention to what Incendin might be doing. Maybe that had been a mistake. What if there would have been something that he could have done to help?

      “I’m not privy to such details, Lacertin.”

      He laughed again. “Bren, you have served in the palace for longer than Ilton has been king. I think we both know that you know the details. You don’t need to be so secretive.”

      Bren smiled tightly at Lacertin. “Not secretive. Circumspect.”

      He pushed on a place on the wall between two of the portraits. There was a soft click and then a narrow door swung open. Bren stepped into the doorway and paused.

      “You will find King Ilton in his chambers. He is… less accessible… than he once would have been. You have always been a loyal servant of the throne, Lacertin, so I wish you the best of luck now that you’re back in Ethea.”

      With the strange comment, he stepped through the door and closed it with a soft click.
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      At Ilton’s chamber, a shaper blocked Lacertin’s access, sneering as the warrior attempted to pass. “The king is resting.”

      Lacertin didn’t recognize the man, but that meant nothing. This last assignment wasn’t particularly unique; he often was out of the city for extended stretches, and it had been years since he’d bothered returning to the university to teach. Many shapers felt it their duty to repay those who had come before them and offer the guidance in those early years when the transition from senser to shaper was most acute, but Lacertin had not been one. Teaching wasn’t a particular skill of his, and not something that he enjoyed. He would much rather be traveling, making his way through the kingdoms on whatever the next assignment that Ilton had for him.

      “The king will see me. Now stand aside.” He didn’t want to use his position to convince the man to do what he wanted, but he would if needed.

      The man’s sneer spread. “I don’t know how you managed to make it past the servants, but you won’t get past me—or to the king.”

      How worn did his clothing appear? Maybe he shouldn’t have come straight from his travels, or maybe he should have considered shaving off the thick shock of beard that had grown over the last few months. Most warriors kept their faces clean-shaven, thinking it gave them a more highborn appearance.

      “You would do well to stand down, shaper.”

      Lacertin turned and saw a dark-haired man with a clean-shaven face approaching. His deep blue eyes sparkled with intensity and the quirk of a smile on his face masked the intelligence Lacertin knew hid behind his eyes.

      “Theondar,” he said with a nod. He had never been close to Theondar, but then again, he had never had the opportunity to be close to anyone in Ethea. Serving Ilton had placed certain demands upon him that made connecting to others difficult. “You have taken to staying within the palace?”

      For the barest moment, a troubled expression crossed his eyes, but then it was gone and the smile returned. “Althem asked that I remain nearby. You know that he feels,” Theondar glanced at the shaper standing guard and then lowered his voice, “somewhat self-conscious about his inability to shape.”

      Lacertin shook his head slightly. If there was one thing he had learned from studying the list of men and women who had ruled in Ethea over the years, it was that shaping skill had very little to do with ability to rule. Oftentimes, the more gifted shapers made the worst rulers. Althea had been known as a skilled shaper, but few would claim that she was a wise or skilled ruler.

      Theondar glanced over at the shaper and waved his hand. “You would do well to be more observant, Nast. Do you not see the sword? Can you not recognize Lacertin when he stands before you seeking audience with his king?”

      Lacertin didn’t miss the sly dig at him, or the way that Theondar implied that Ilton was only Lacertin’s king, and not his own. Of course, once Ilton was gone, Theondar would assume the role of First Warrior, a role that Lacertin had filled ever since coming to the kingdoms and demonstrating his usefulness to Ilton.

      Nast’s eyes widened and he looked from Lacertin’s face to the sword, the change in attention much like Bren’s when Lacertin had first appeared. Perhaps he had changed more than he realized.

      “This is Lacertin?” Nast asked.

      Theondar nodded to Lacertin. “This is the greatest warrior the kingdoms has produced in generations. You would do well to recognize him.”

      With so few others recognizing him, Lacertin wondered how Theondar had managed… unless Bren had warned him. Perhaps that was where he’d slunk off to after leaving Lacertin in the hall, staring after the wall of portraits and wondering why the delay, or why he had led him away from the main stair rather than simply leading him to Ilton himself.

      But had Bren come, Lacertin still might not have been allowed access. Or he would have had to force his way through, something he was not interested in doing. Perhaps finding Theondar had been the safest solution. A warrior to show another warrior in to the king.

      Nast gave Lacertin another lingering stare and then stepped to the side, but did so reluctantly. Theondar pushed past and opened the door, guiding Lacertin into Ilton’s rooms.

      Lacertin had been into King Ilton’s private chambers before, but it had been some time ago. Much had changed. Gone was the long dresser and the tall wardrobe made of ornate aldenwood. In their places were chairs and a narrow table set with vials of medicines and dried herbs. A vase of fresh-cut flowers attempted to fill the air with their fragrant aroma but still didn’t completely mask the thick stench of illness.

      Lacertin pinched his nose at the smell. Theondar glanced over and a glimmer of amusement crossed his face. “You could simply pass on whatever message you have for him,” Theondar said. “I’m sure the archivists could ensure he gets it in between their ministering to him.”

      “No. He will hear it from me.”

      Theondar only shrugged. “Your choice. Only, from your face, you would rather be anywhere but here.”

      Lacertin took a small, shallow breath. “The smell. It reminds me of home.”

      Theondar arched his brow. “Then Nara is even worse than most say.”

      “Not Nara. There are small lizards within Nara, gilander lizards, and they would sun themselves atop rocks. Occasionally they remain in place for longer than what is healthy, and the sun would dry them too much to make it to water. The sun would burn them, and their flesh stinks as it rots. It draws scavengers to it and they would pick at the flesh, tearing it from the bones.”

      “A good thing we are not in Nara, then. We would have to fight off both Ilton’s illness as well as whatever scavengers would set upon him.”

      “That’s not what I was—”

      Theondar stopped at Ilton’s bed and looked down at the king. An unreadable expression marred his face. “I know that isn’t what you were saying, Lacertin. Come. Speak to your king while he can still hear you.”

      Lacertin looked up and fixed Theondar with a hard expression. Theondar might become the First Warrior once Ilton passed, but for now, it remained Lacertin. Having Ilton’s favor had to account for something, even though it might not always feel like it. With Ilton sending him off out of the city for weeks—months, this most recent time—there were few who felt any sort of jealousy toward Lacertin.

      Theondar’s smile faded and he raised his hands. “Fine. You speak to the king. I will leave you. Remember, Lacertin, that once Ilton passes, there will be changes in the kingdoms. It remains to be seen how many will benefit you.”

      Theondar closed his eyes and a soft shaping built. Lacertin noted it as pressure in his ears, the distinct sense that all water shapers had when another shaped around them, and wondered what Theondar shaped. Then he took a deep breath, letting it out. The shaping washed away from Theondar and toward Ilton. He sighed once, and his breathing eased.

      Theondar nodded and then started back toward the door, leaving Lacertin standing by the king, alone.

      When he was convinced that Lacertin was gone, he attempted a shaping of his own. Water didn’t come as easily to Lacertin as the other elements, but he was able to use what little he could and sent a shaping through the king, trying to understand how far along the illness raging within Ilton had progressed.

      As before, the illness rebuffed his ability to do anything with it. None of the dedicated water healers had managed to do anything to help him, so Lacertin didn’t really think that he could either, but he could learn how far along Ilton’s illness had progressed.

      He pulled on the shaping, pressing through a faint resistance. It had been months since he’d attempted to shape the king, months since he’d done anything to try and heal him, and in that time, Lacertin had little practice with this shaping. Shaping was much like any other skill. Without practice, any skill with it would be lost. The trials he’d gone through on behalf of the king had ensured that.

      He considered adding fire to his shaping. Like most from Nara, fire came easiest to him, and he could mix it into other shapings. But fire could burn too brightly and he didn’t want to risk it, not on Ilton. Instead, he used a fire sensing and recognized the heat of the illness raging within his king, burning through him. The illness pushed against his shaping, threatening to overwhelm him.

      He knew enough of water shaping to buy Ilton a moment with him, but that would be all that he would get. Pushing a surge of water through the king, he overwhelmed the heat within his veins.

      The king’s eyes opened.

      “Lacertin,” he said. His voice was thready and weaker than when Lacertin had seen him last, but carried with it much of the authority the king had once possessed so easily. “You have returned.”

      “I’m sorry that I needed to wake you, my king.”

      Ilton pushed against the bed and managed to sit. He looked around his room as if seeing it for the first time, and closed his eyes. “I’ve asked you not to be so formal with me,” he said. The king sighed. “How… how long has it been, Lacertin?”

      “Long enough,” he answered.

      The king took a rattling breath and let out a long exhale. Even his breath was stale, as if whatever remained lingered within his lungs, growing increasingly stale the longer that it did. “Tell me, Lacertin, have you acquired what I asked of you?”

      Lacertin reached beneath his cloak and pulled out the plates that he’d spent the last three months chasing. It had been one of the most difficult tasks that Ilton had ever asked of him, and the first time he had failed.

      The plates were made of heavy gold, and the sides were adorned with runes written in the style of the ancient shapers. What little Lacertin recognized of that language—and given how few knew anything of Ishthin these days, that wasn’t much—told him that these were the parts that Ilton had asked him to find. Not that there had been any doubt. The Great Mother knew how difficult it had been to reach in the first place. Little else would have been that difficult. Beyond that, he had the pages of diagrams that Ilton had given him, a map of sorts that had brought him his prize.

      Ilton let out another soft breath of air. “You found them,” he said. He stared at them with eyes that were far more sunken than they should be, and a face that was gaunter than it had been even a few months ago, when the illness had already begun to ravage him beyond what the healers would be able to delay. “Now we only need to assemble it…”

      Lacertin had tried, and failed. He suspected the pieces went together, but couldn’t determine how. More than that, there seemed to be one missing, only he didn’t know what, and the pages Ilton provided didn’t explain what he should find. “I couldn’t find all of them, my lord.”

      Ilton patted his hand weakly. “Doesn’t matter. What you’ve found will be enough.”

      “What do they do?”

      The king ran his bony fingers along the sides of the top plate. “The archivists claim that it will bring us strength. Perhaps enough to…”

      That had been the hope. That they would have enough strength to heal Ilton, but how could this help heal him?

      Lacertin wasn’t sure that anything would have enough strength, not anymore, but the archivists were some of the brightest minds within the kingdoms, men who had trained in the histories, who chose learning and knowledge over chasing the ability to shape. Understandably, Ilton trusted them.

      The tenuous strength that had filled Ilton failed all at once and he sagged, falling back onto the bed. His head hit the pillow and rolled to the side, his eyes taking on something of a glazed look. His breathing became erratic, and Lacertin wondered if he had pushed the dying king’s body too far and too hard with the shaping that he’d used. It had given him more time, or so he thought, but then again, Lacertin had used a shaping, and like with all shapings, there was a cost.

      The king’s breathing steadied and he opened his eyes once more. “Lacertin,” he breathed when he saw him. “You have returned.”

      Lacertin’s heart fluttered. Had the king declined so much that his memory failed him now, too? If so, then perhaps Althem ruled truly. And if so, then maybe Lacertin should bring the device to the prince, especially if there was anything that could be used to help heal the king.

      “I have returned,” Lacertin said softly.

      The king reached for his hand and took Lacertin’s in a bony grip. Some strength remained, though it was brief. “You have stopped Incendin?” he asked.

      “My lord?” Was there more to the Incendin attack? But of course, there must be more to the attack, especially if two of the kingdoms’ most accomplished shapers had been lost. Now that he was back, Lacertin needed to understand what.

      “They think to claim Nara, Lacertin. You will stop them?”

      Lacertin held his breath. The claim on Nara was the reason for the decades-old war, one in which Incendin thought to reunite ancient Rens. But Nara had been a part of the kingdoms for a thousand years, and the kingdoms were unwilling to cede even a strip of land to Incendin.

      “I will do all that you need, my king.”

      Ilton nodded. “I know that you will.” He sighed. “You are the First. You command the warriors. You will tell Althem that you speak with my voice.”

      Lacertin swallowed back the lump that formed in his throat. He had once served as the king’s Athan, a title bestowed upon him so that he could speak on his behalf, and so that he could forge necessary alliances, but it had been years since Lacertin had exercised that right. Not since Althem had come of age.

      But nothing had changed him serving as First Warrior. Nothing but Ilton’s death would change that.

      Did Ilton speak lucidly, or was this the illness speaking?

      He didn’t know, and that made it all the more difficult to know what he should do.

      “You will secure the border. That will keep us safe,” the king whispered. “That will give us peace.”

      Ilton closed his eyes and said nothing more. His breathing became slow and regular. Occasionally, he would cough, and he muttered softly, as if trying to say something more, but then he would fall back into a deep slumber.

      Lacertin looked around the king’s chambers. Given how weak that he was, it was likely the last time that he would be granted access. Lacertin did not think that he would want to come again, especially not until he knew how clear the king’s mind remained.

      He pulled his hand free from Ilton’s grasp and started to turn. The gold plates made him pause. Would the next person to enter the king’s chambers appreciate the reason that Ilton had requested them, or would they think it some trinket that the dying king had brought to him?

      If there was power to be had with them, shouldn’t Lacertin see that the archivists had a chance to use it? Shouldn’t the king be given every opportunity needed to improve?

      Lacertin sighed. Perhaps Theondar was right. His king was gone. That didn’t mean that Lacertin would stop serving him, though.

      He took the plates that he’d spent so much time searching for on Ilton’s behalf, and returned them to his pocket. He needed to find someone who might be able to help use them on behalf of the king, but who? The archivists would take time studying, and there was no guarantee that they would be able to use them. There was a part of Lacertin that suspected shaping was required to utilize the plates, especially given the difficulty that he had finding them, but that meant the archivists wouldn’t be able to use them anyway.

      He could use them, but he would need someone who understood them. He could think of only one person to ask, though he wasn’t sure the princess would even see him.

      For Ilton, he would have to ask.
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      Lacertin found the shaper Nast standing guard outside the king’s chambers, waiting for the warrior when he left. The same sneer that he’d worn prior to learning who Lacertin was had returned to his face, and he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Is Ilianna in the palace?” Lacertin asked.

      “Prince Althem requires your presence,” Nast said, ignoring the question.

      Lacertin closed his eyes for a moment. He had hoped to avoid Althem a little while longer, but perhaps it was best that Althem summoned him so soon after he returned, especially since he’d seen how far gone Ilton already was.

      Still, something about the way that Nast said it set Lacertin on edge. “Althem will see me when I choose, Shaper Nast,” he said.

      Nast’s eyes widened slightly. “You would risk angering the king?”

      Lacertin let out a frustrated sigh. “He’s not the king yet.”

      Without waiting for Nast’s response, Lacertin hurried down the hall. Once back in the main part of the palace, he paused. Tradition held that warrior shapers would stay in the palace, but now that Althem ruled, and with his history with Theondar, staying here didn’t seem like the right decision.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Bren glanced at him but hurried on his way, disappearing down the stairs leading to the lower part of the palace. Lacertin had a room there, but it had been years since he’d considered the palace any sort of home to him. Home had been his travels, and more often than not, it had been some sort of battlefield, and usually with Incendin.

      He considered following Bren and searching for Ilianna, but given the reception that he’d already received, cleaning himself up made the most sense. A change of clothes, perhaps a shave, and then to find answers to what had happened to Roln and Pherah. Now that Althem ruled, he would not find answers in the palace, especially not from Theondar, but there was a place where Lacertin’s name still mattered.

      Lacertin reached the door leading out of the palace and paused. Now that he had finally returned, Lacertin felt confused. He’d been so single-minded over the last few months, searching for the plates, and then to return, that now that he had found them and had returned, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do. What would happen once Ilton was gone?

      It had been nearly as long since he’d wandered the streets of Ethea. Especially near the palace, the streets were crowded. Servants moved to and fro, many carting food or what Lacertin suspected was medicines toward the palace. He caught sight of a pair of black-robed archivists and considered catching up to them, but decided against it. He would find Ilianna first and then the archivists.

      One of the archivists glanced over at him. As he made eye contact, Lacertin felt a soft build up of shaping. Lacertin pulled his eyes away from the archivist and looked around, but didn’t see any other shaper around him. When he looked back to the archivists, he didn’t see either man.

      Lacertin considered shaping himself through the streets but decided against it. There was a reason there was a shaper circle at the university. The kingdoms relied on their shapers, but there was a level of distrust with shapers regardless. Sensers were more common within the kingdoms, but shapers were rare. Those without the ability to shape were jealous of those who could, and many thought the Great Mother overly gifted those able to shape each of the elements.

      No, better for him to walk. The people in the street delayed him but also gave him the chance to think about what he would do next. With Ilton dying, he should have known that he would need to involve Althem, but Lacertin’s dislike of the prince made that difficult. The timing of the Incendin attack on the kingdoms was unfortunate as well.

      The chances were good that he would be drawn away to help with settling the borders. The barrier that he’d designed had helped, but there was weakness to it, as well. There was no perfect way to design the protection between Incendin and the kingdoms, and the hounds had managed to slip past the barrier more often than what was safe, especially for those living along those border towns. He still didn’t know how they could slip past, but then, so little was really known about the hounds.

      He should have checked with Theondar. They might not always agree with each other, but Theondar could provide him the insight he needed, filling in the gaps of what he’d missed out on during his time away.

      But Theondar wasn’t the only warrior in the kingdoms. There were nearly two dozen warriors—or there had been before Roln and Pherah died—and at any given time, there were nearly a dozen within Ethea. His standing might have changed over time, but he was still First Warrior even if he spent much of his time outside the city.

      Lacertin approached the university from an indirect route. Coming through the main entrance meant that he would have to face not only shapers, some like Nast, but also shapers in training and sensers with nothing more than a desire to become more than they would ever be able to.

      Few sensers who came to the university ever amounted to anything more than sensing. They could be taught to hone that ability and could use it in ways that benefited the kingdoms—the price they paid for their training in the university—but only a few ever learned enough mastery of sensing to be able to shape. And of those shapers, fewer still learned enough that they could attempt another element so that they could become warrior shapers.

      The main entrance of the university opened into a wide courtyard. The back side, the entrance where Lacertin now went, was nothing but a wall of stone. A few windows were set into the stone, but not enough to create much light inside. The university had stores of shapers lanterns to add additional lighting, more than any place other than the palace. Lacertin took a small door inside and up a flight of narrow stairs. Stone pressed around him and he lit the shapers lanterns along the way, giving the stairs only a dim light as he made his way up. Few people came this way, and Lacertin saw no one as he went up.

      The stair let out into a wider hall. Lacertin made his way down the hall, glancing at the doors as he went. Toward the end, one of the doors remained open. It had been a while since Lacertin had been here, but the door to the Master Library usually remained closed. He hesitated, wondering if there was something else going on at the university, when he heard voices coming from behind him.

      He ducked into the open door and closed it. Why had he come here? Just because Ilton was dying? That wasn’t anything new for him. He’d known the king was dying before he left on his search. Why was it that seeing him had unsettled him so much?

      Maybe it was the way that Ilton had appeared. When Lacertin had last been here, there remained the hope that he would recover, but seeing him—and shaping him—made it clear that he would not. Then there was the way that his mind seemed to have slipped.

      Lacertin sighed. All men died. Few lived the life that Ilton had led. He should be celebrating the king’s life, rather than mourning, but the part of him that had served Ilton from the moment he came to Ethea made it difficult for him to celebrate.

      “You shouldn’t lean on the door like that.”

      Lacertin looked up to see a small woman sitting at the long oak table that took up most of the room. A shapers lantern sat in front of her, and she had a stack of texts resting next to her. Her thumb rested inside one of them, and she looked at him with an amused expression that reminded him of Theondar.

      “Why?” he asked. He didn’t recognize her, which meant either she was a new master shaper or he had been gone long enough that he’d already begun to forget the names of the shapers at the university. Unfortunately, that was possible.

      She pointed a slender finger at the door. “The others will be returning soon,” she said. She had a hint of an accent, but one that Lacertin couldn’t place.

      Lacertin moved away from the door. “Who are you?”

      The woman laughed softly. She had a musical tone to her laugh, and her dark eyes twinkled as she smiled. “I should ask you the same. Most of the students who come into the library make an attempt at blending in, but then, judging by the way you’re dressed, you aren’t a student, are you?”

      The beard might serve more use than he realized. Having others not recognize him had value, especially until he had a chance to have Princess Ilianna examine the box. It weighed heavily in his pocket, more so when he began to think about the fact that he’d taken it from Ilton after telling him that he’d found it.

      What would happen if the king awoke and had a moment of lucidity? Would he remember that Lacertin had brought the box to him and wonder what had happened to it, or would he already have forgotten?

      “I’m not a student,” Lacertin agreed. “And you still haven’t shared with me who you are.”

      He pulled a chair from the table and sat next to the woman. She arched a brow and then turned back to her books with a shrug, again ignoring his question. Lacertin didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed. She had short black hair that hung below her sharp chin and wore a simple dress of yellow and blue stripes. Most of the university masters preferred more utilitarian clothing, thinking they had to be austere to show their commitment to shaping. Lacertin had always worn what was comfortable.

      While waiting for her to say something more, he glanced at the stack of books. In his earlier days, back when he had still been learning what it meant to shape, he had spent time in the archives. Many students did. None were allowed access to the more restricted stacks, but there was much that could be learned from what was available. That was where he’d learned about the history of the kingdoms and where he had studied the past kings and queens. He noted that the books this woman read through didn’t appear to be from those outer stacks.

      “Do you plan on watching me read?” she asked without looking up.

      Lacertin shrugged. “I might.”

      She sniffed and closed the book again, marking her place with her thumb. Lacertin glanced at the cover of the book and noted that a rune was stamped on the cover, but not one that he recognized. “Jayna,” she said and extended her hand to shake his, making a point of not losing the place in the book she was reading.

      Lacertin took her hand and tried remembering if he’d heard of Jayna before but couldn’t place the name. That still didn’t mean all that much. He was gone from the kingdoms too often to know all of the shapers, and there were hundreds of students, each with potential, even if most of the time it never amounted to much.

      “This is where you tell me your name,” Jayna said.

      Lacertin couldn’t take his eyes of her smile. There was a playful quality to it, and intelligence shone behind her eyes. It had been a long time since he was intrigued by a woman. “Lacertin,” he said.

      Her hand stiffened in his. Most would recognize his name, and he wasn’t surprised that she had. She glanced down at his waist, to his cloak that now covered his warrior sword, and nodded thoughtfully. “You wear the sword like one of the warriors, but you’re bearded like one of the mountain men of Galen, or a fisherman of Vatten.”

      “Nara,” he said.

      She let his hand go and pulled the books closer to her, as if he might take them from her. “Nara?”

      He nodded. “That was my home once.” He waited for the expected response. Within the kingdoms, even here in Ethea, there was a certain shared sentiment about Nara. Many felt that the people of Nara were little better than Incendin. Thankfully, Ilton hadn’t been one of them.

      “You came to the university to learn,” she noted.

      “Isn’t that what it is for?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Perhaps for most. Some would say that Nara is different.”

      Lacertin considered ignoring the implication. It was a common comment since the start of the war, as if his allegiance should be questioned. “You would rather I have crossed the waste?”

      Jayna leaned over her stack of books, the playful smile never leaving her lips. The woman was enjoying taunting him. “I think others have crossed, if that’s what you’re implying. There’s no use denying what you might have learned had you risked going to the Fire Fortress.”

      Lacertin held his breath. There weren’t many who knew enough about Incendin to know of the Fire Fortress. For most, Incendin consisted of desert and barren lands, everything threatening and deadly. Few bothered to learn about the life along the borders of the waste, or the powerful shaping that their fire shapers so easily mastered. “I serve the king,” he said.

      Jayna leaned back, and the smile spread a little wider on her face. “Which king? Seems like we’re about to have a new one.”

      “Ilton still rules,” he answered with more force than necessary. After seeing how Ilton had appeared when he had visited, Lacertin wasn’t sure how much longer that would be the case. Did the king have days? Weeks? It didn’t seem possible that there would be much more time than that remaining.

      “From what I hear, you’ve been gone a while,” Jayna said.

      “I have.”

      “Mission for the king?” When Lacertin didn’t answer, she laughed softly and tapped a finger to her temple as if in on some secret. “Say no more, Lacertin. I know enough to know when I should stop asking questions.”

      “I would suggest otherwise.”

      She tipped her head and waited a moment, then laughed. “Maybe you’re right. I don’t always know when to stop, especially when the greatest warrior in the kingdoms suddenly appears in the university library and sits down next to me. You can’t blame a simple water shaper for curiosity, though.”

      Lacertin sighed, thankful that she had admitted what type of shaper she was. “How long have you been at the university?” he asked.

      The corners of her eyes twitched and her cheeks took on a slight flush. “How long?”

      Lacertin nodded. “I don’t remember meeting you before.”

      “Do you remember all the shapers you’ve met?”

      Lacertin glanced at the door. Voices on the other side of the door came louder, and he remembered the sounds of people in the hall behind him when he’d first returned to the university. Why had he come here again? It had been years since Lacertin had been close to anyone in the university, years since he had been willing to spend much time here. Like so much else, what had once been his home was now nothing more than a place of discomfort.

      “No,” he said softly.

      He glanced over to the table as the door opened behind him, but Jayna was gone.
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      “You should shave,” Alice told Lacertin.

      He touched his chin and twirled a few strands of hair together. The beard had grown thick and full, and there was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to leave it. “You don’t care for it?” he asked. Lacertin sat before a crackling fire, and unlike Alice, his feet rested firmly on the ground. A steaming cup of ale rested in his hands, brought to him once a few warriors realized he was back in Ethea.

      Alice was a bold woman and wore clothing to match. She had on bright red pants and a frilly blue shirt that clung to her chest. He couldn’t help the way that it drew his gaze, even if he knew how she’d react. “You’re prettier without all that,” she waved a hand in his direction, “hair.”

      “You object to hair?” Veran leaned against the wall, considering Lacertin with a measured expression. His eyes were a light blue like so many from Vatten, and a thin band of leather pulled his long, blond hair off his shoulders.

      “When it’s like that?” Alice asked, pointing a finger toward Lacertin’s chin. “Yes.”

      Lacertin shook his head. He hadn’t seen where Jayna had disappeared to, and when the door to the library had opened, Veran had been on the other side. Of course, he had come looking for the group of students he’d left in the student library. Not the master’s library, as Lacertin had thought. He’d felt too foolish for the error to say anything about Jayna to him.

      “Tell me about Incendin,” Lacertin said. Sitting with other warrior shapers, he finally felt the exit of some of the tension that he’d been carrying since returning to Ethea. His shoulders began to relax and the nerves clenching his belly eased. Some of that might be the ale, he realized, but some might have to do with the fact that he was here, with others serving the same purpose, if not in the same way.

      “Ach,” Alice said, disgust in her voice. “There’s nothing about Incendin worth discussing.”

      “I heard about Pherah and Roln.”

      Alice’s eyes narrowed and she nodded slowly. She turned to the fire. “Incendin continues to attack. What more is there to tell you, Lacertin? Would you have me tell you how two of our best were drawn across the barrier? Or would you hear how they were set upon by a half dozen lisincend and then left for the hounds while the shapers with them were forced to watch from the safety of this side of the barrier?”

      Veran pulled a short knife from a sheath at his waist and began running it along his thumbnail as Alice spoke. “The barrier holds, but at what cost? I know it’s dear to you, but our shapers are constantly attacked. We can’t hold it forever, Lacertin.”

      “It’s not that it’s dear to me,” Lacertin said. He sipped the ale, letting it warm the insides of his mouth, trailing down into his stomach.

      Alice turned toward him and rested a hand on his leg. “I know how much you have invested in the barrier. It’s stemmed the tide of the war, giving us a chance to regroup, but the maintenance is… difficult. We have to leave shapers stationed along the border just to maintain it!”

      He thought about the last words that Ilton had said to him, possibly the last words that he ever would. “Isn’t that worth it for peace?”

      “Do we have peace?” Veran asked. “Incendin tests the borders. They manage to cross even though we continue to fortify the barrier—”

      “It will be strengthened with each additional shaper,” Lacertin said. “And it will not take strength to maintain, only to create.”

      “Will it?” Alice asked. “Pherah and Roln thought the barrier would protect them.”

      “That’s not fair, Alice,” Veran said. He held his knife out toward the fire, where the light gleamed off the blade. “They went where their king directed. They should have been able to manage six lisincend.”

      “Ilton sent them?” Lacertin asked.

      “Not Ilton,” Alice said.

      “Then not their king,” Lacertin said. He scratched a hand through his beard. Maybe Alice was right that he should shave.

      “You’ll have to get used to Althem leading,” Veran said. “You may not always love him, but he will be king. With as quickly as the king has declined, it will be soon.”

      “It’s not Althem,” he said softly. Veran arched a brow and Lacertin shrugged. The cold relationship he shared with Theondar was no secret, but he really should do a better job masking it, especially if he intended to be of use when Ilton passed. Lacertin took another sip of ale, letting it work its way down his throat before he answered. “I serve the throne.”

      Alice shook her head. “The throne. How very magnanimous of you.” She leaned back in her chair and glanced over at Veran. Her eyes lingered on him a moment, and then she turned back to Lacertin. “Where have you been while the realm has been attacked, Lacertin? What task did King Ilton assign to his First Warrior?”

      He didn’t miss the note of irritation in her voice, nor had he missed the way she’d spoken about Pherah and Roln. Could she blame him? Would it have mattered had he been here? Another warrior might have mattered, but would it have mattered enough to protect two of the kingdoms’ most talented?

      Doubtful. Lacertin’s time had been better spent trying to find the ancient device for Ilton, even if he still didn’t know what it did. Maybe only the archivists would know, could know.

      When he didn’t answer, Veran slipped his knife back into the sheath. “Likely something important, wasn’t it, Lacertin? What’s he asked you to do in the past? I remember a pact with the Chenir leader, then there was the time you were to ferry two shapers from Doma. Or how about the time when he asked you meet quietly with the leaders of Xsa—”

      “Yes, we all know that Lacertin is quite important,” Alice said. “Tell me, what does that have to do with anything?”

      “Only that if he was gone for months, then there was some important task assigned to him by the king. Since many of the tasks that I know about involve negotiations of some sort, I would assume that he had been sent on some similar assignment.”

      Alice reached across and touched the ends of Lacertin’s beard. “My shaggy friend would suggest otherwise.”

      Veran smiled. “You might be right. Where could he have gone where he would need to let himself go? There isn’t anyplace where Lacertin might be sent, is there?”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “Ilton wouldn’t risk Lacertin there.”

      “No? But he’s sent him to Xsa.”

      “They’re at least trade partners,” Alice said.

      “They weren’t before he sent him.”

      Lacertin raised the hand holding the ale and shook his head. “Enough. He didn’t send me to Norilan.”

      He was impressed that either of them had ever heard of Norilan. It was a large country, and one mostly of ice and snow, but separated from the kingdoms and the rest of the continent by leagues of the sea. Few even remembered that it existed. Fewer still would attempt to reach it.

      Lacertin only knew of Norilan because of his time in the archives. That, and because Ilton once had asked him to make the journey. He claimed they would be able to find help in Norilan, and that Lacertin could reach it on a shaping much easier than the fleet sailing out of Vatten could ever hope to reach.

      And Lacertin had gone, fulfilling the duty his king asked of him. It was in Norilan that he learned of the barrier. Their shapers had something similar, though theirs was constructed of ice and water, using shapings so complex that Lacertin would never have managed to master them. He could still remember the way the cloud of cold and shaped air had pushed against him, blocking his access to the country.

      Alice looked over at him, studying him with brown eyes, before shaking her head. “Right. Because why would Ilton want to seek help from a nation hidden from the rest of the world for centuries?”

      “And one where there are known to be shapers?” Veran asked.

      Lacertin leaned forward. “How do you know there are shapers in Norilan?”

      Veran smiled. “You grow up in Vatten, you hear stories. Fishermen who take their ships too far away from our shores, risking more than they should, and coming across nothing but ice. Wind shapers with the fleet, unable to reach coordinates they know exist on the map.” Veran’s smile deepened and he looked at Alice. “And warriors unable to cross the sea.”

      Alice turned sharply to him, and he shrugged. “I won’t deny that I’ve tried reaching Norilan. I’m from Vatten. Water shaping is in my blood. If there are those who know how to shape better than me, I would learn from them. Tell me, Lacertin, have you never considered making the crossing to Incendin? Have you never wanted to learn the secrets of the Fire Fortress?”

      “I have learned all that I need from the university,” Lacertin said defensively.

      Veran laughed. “You might as well ask Theondar if he had ever considered leaving the palace. The man loves his luxury.”

      “I don’t blame Theondar for his service to Althem,” Lacertin said. Alice pursed her lips and shot him a look that told how little she believed the comment. “His time will come sooner than I would like, and then he will be the First Warrior.”

      Alice sniffed. “Perhaps you’re right. And perhaps you didn’t venture to Norilan. That doesn’t answer where you’ve been. If it wasn’t to secure some secret truce, then what did Ilton ask of you?”

      Lacertin’s hand went to his pocket and he traced the runes on the box through the fabric of his cloak. He’d spent so much time searching, following the directions coded into one of the texts given to Ilton by the archivists, that he struggled to explain.

      Yet he needed to have help, especially if he was to understand the intent of the plates, or why they had been placed throughout the kingdoms. What purpose would the ancient shapers, those with shaping ability that exceeded his own, have for keeping the parts separated?

      Without the archivists, he wouldn’t know. Without leaving them with Ilton, he might not know. But he’d sacrificed too much to simply lose them without understanding what they were, and without knowing that whatever power they possessed would be used to help Ilton. That was why he needed Anna.

      “He sent me throughout the kingdoms,” Lacertin answered.

      Veran’s face fell. “That is all? You were gone for what? Three months? And you return telling us that he sent you throughout the kingdoms? It seems to me that you could have served better in Ethea if that were the case.”

      “You could even take up your old quarters,” Alice suggested. “Theondar might not appreciate having you so close by, but I think he’ll get over it. Maybe you can help show him how to serve his king when Althem assumes the throne.”

      “Althem has essentially assumed the throne already,” Lacertin said. “And I’m not certain there’s anything that I could do to help Theondar, or that he would listen if there were.”

      Lacertin wondered if he would even be able to stay within Ethea once Althem began his reign. Theondar would lead the warriors, and what would he do? What would Lacertin be relegated to once Theondar led them?

      He pushed the thought aside. It didn’t matter. He served the throne, not the man sitting atop it, and not the First Warrior. It had been easy when that had been him, but what happened when it was not? After all these years, would he really be able to follow another’s lead, especially Theondar’s?

      As he took another sip of ale, forcing the hot liquid down his throat, he tried to convince himself that he would.
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      The streets around the palace were quieter than he remembered. Was that because of Ilton’s illness, or was there another reason for it? Lacertin made his way along the streets, the plates heavy in his pocket, debating whether to return to the palace.

      If he did, he could search for Anna. She might know something more about what he’d been asked to find. Ilton trusted her more than anyone else, so Lacertin should go to her, only how could he reach her? The princess wouldn’t be willing to see him, would she? Especially not as she mourned her father.

      But he knew of nowhere else to go. He could take the plates to the archives, but there was no guarantee that anyone there would know what to do with them either, and he would find it easier to reach Ilton’s quarters again than to find his chief archivist advisor.

      That left Ilianna.

      He’d made a point of keeping his distance from her since Theondar started courting her. What would she say to him when he went to her, asking for help? Would she offer it willingly, or would she look at him with the same expression she wore the last time he’d seen her, the one that told him that she knew what might have been?

      Did it matter? Lacertin had made his choice. It was the same choice that he’d made over and again, serving Ilton with the same devotion. There could be no doubting his loyalties, not like so many from Nara.

      He’d changed clothes and trimmed his beard, choosing not to shave completely. The months with it had given him a certain affection for the beard, and there was a part of him that preferred that others might not recognize him.

      He reached the doors to the palace and stopped inside. The servants moved in something like a dance, stepping quickly from one place to the next in complete coordination. Lacertin watched for a moment before turning away and looking for Bren. The old master of servants had helped him with Ilton; perhaps he would help him find Ilianna as well.

      There was no sign of Bren, only the pair of shapers standing watch at the bottom of the stairs who eyed him with suspicion. Lacertin waited, considering descending to the lower level and the rooms he still had there, but for what purpose? Would he wait until he had some sign of Ilianna? Would he wait until Bren came to him? How would any of that help Ilton?

      Lacertin touched his pocket, feeling the plates within. He couldn’t keep them to himself. That hadn’t been why Ilton wanted him to obtain them. But without Ilianna, that meant he would need to find Ilton’s archivist advisor. With as frail as Ilton already had become, it was time that he did. That was the reason he’d returned, wasn’t it?

      “You’ve returned.”

      Lacertin turned and saw Theondar watching him from the end of the hall. He wore an elegant green jacket and his warrior sword hung from his waist as if he always had been meant to carry it. Theondar was as skilled a shaper as Lacertin, so it was quite possible that the Great Mother had intended him to carry it.

      Theondar started toward him. “One visit wasn’t enough? Nast noted you shaping while you were with Ilton. Do you think to attempt another?”

      He should have known that someone would be paying attention to him while he was with Ilton. There were said to be ways to mask shaping, but he hadn’t learned them. “The king,” he said, emphasizing the title, “does not need me to disturb him any longer.”

      Not until he discovered why he’d been asked to obtain the plates. Then he would go to Ilton and see if there might be anything that he could do to help him. Theondar would likely not share where to find the princess, not to Lacertin.

      “No? Then why have you returned?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and controlled his breathing. “Tell me what you know of the attack on the border,” he said.

      Theondar tipped his head to the side. “That’s what you care about? Roln and Pherah are gone. We have lost others to Incendin—”

      “At the same time?” Lacertin asked.

      “Why does it matter? The barrier is nearing completion and then we will have peace from Incendin.”

      The barrier. Once, it had seemed like the answer, but if warriors died because they relied on it, could they ever truly depend on it? “Tell me what you know of the attack.”

      Theondar waved a hand and made as if to walk past him. “Find out from another. Althem expects me—”

      Lacertin grabbed his sleeve. “Tell me, Theondar, does Ilton still live?”

      Theondar jerked his arm away. “You know that he does.”

      “Who serves as First Warrior?”

      Theondar’s eyes narrowed. “Is that the way you want this to go?” Theondar asked.

      Lacertin wished that there was another way. The moment that Ilton passed, Althem would fully assume the throne, and then Theondar would be named First Warrior. Lacertin would have to make a choice of whether he would serve, and how. Antagonizing Theondar now would not help him.

      Lacertin sighed. “I only want to know what happened to our warriors,” he said.

      “Ours? You remain away from Ethea for months, unaware of how two of our warriors are injured along the border with Incendin, injured where the barrier should have been secure, and you claim to sit among us?” He laughed bitterly. “You have set yourself apart from us for so long, almost as if you believe the stories of the great Lacertin.”

      “You don’t understand. I haven’t set myself apart—”

      “No? Then stand with us. Fight Incendin with us.” Theondar glanced along the hall, but the servants who had been there had mostly disappeared, unwilling to get between the two warriors. “Listen, Lacertin, we might not have always gotten along, but your talent alone could mean the difference in this war. Haven’t you ever considered that?”

      He swallowed. That had been the hardest part of leaving on Ilton’s missions. They meant that he left others to the fighting. He didn’t long for battle, but he recognized that the more warriors who fought on behalf of the kingdoms meant that they were that much closer to the end of the war. Had he not been off searching for the plates, he might have been able to help Roln and Pherah.

      Or maybe nothing would have changed. Perhaps he was thinking himself more powerful than he was.

      “I’ve gone where Ilton has asked, much like you will go where Althem asks when you serve as First.”

      Theondar sniffed. “And you’ve never stopped to counsel Ilton on whether you should go? Isn’t that the role of the First Warrior as well? Not blindly following orders.”

      “I’ve not gone blindly.”

      Theondar smiled. “No? Then you agree that you needed to be gone the last few months? Time when Incendin has increased their attacks? Time when we’ve lost two warriors and over a dozen shapers.” He paused and considered Lacertin. “You didn’t know that, did you? It’s not only our warriors that fall, but how many more shapers must die?”

      Lacertin didn’t know what to say. There was no argument to make. He had been gone when the kingdoms needed him, but he’d been gone at Ilton’s command.

      And for what? Plates created by shapers from centuries ago that may or may not have the power to restore the king?

      Then what?

      Theondar shook his head. “You may think me harsh, and you might not care for me, but I do care for the kingdoms. I have fought—and bled—for these lands. That’s what it means to be a warrior.”

      With that, Theondar turned and left Lacertin standing alone in the entrance to the palace.
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      The shapers circle in the center of the university was made from thick black stone. A rim of gray block surrounded the black. Both had proven impervious to shaping over the years. Not even earth shaping had managed to damage them. Like most, Lacertin suspected that the ancient shapers who had designed and built the university had somehow coaxed the elementals into the rock, but none alive had the ability to speak to the elementals, at least none that he knew.

      Lacertin stood in the center of the circle, his boots planted firmly in the middle of it. Veran stood next to him, his long, blond hair catching the shaped wind fluttering around him. He glanced over to Lacertin and nodded.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, speaking more loudly than needed, as if trying to yell over the wind instead of simply shaping his voice through it.

      Lacertin glanced around the university. Partly, he felt as if he’d only just returned to Ethea and that he should remain within the city longer, to see if there was anything that he could do to help Ilton, but warriors were needed along the border and he needed to understand what had happened with Pherah and Roln. The barrier had been his idea, and maintaining it was important, so he would go, regardless of the fact that it was Theondar who had asked.

      “I’m ready.”

      He readied his shaping, mixing earth, wind, air, and fire, pulling on each in the needed shaping to carry him across the kingdoms. This shaping, the hardest skill that most warriors had to master, required focus and strength but gave the warriors the ability to travel great distances on storms of lightning and thunder.

      As he finished his shaping and pulled it toward him, he glimpsed a slender girl with dark hair watching him from the corner of the university. He hadn’t searched for Jayna since meeting her in the library, but from what he had managed to determine, she was likely nothing more than a student. Why did she intrigue him so much?

      Then the shaping pulled him away from the city.

      Traveling on this shaping was like fighting a storm. He controlled great power, using each of the elements that he’d mastered to guide him, mixing them together with as much control as he could manage, but doing so still required incredible concentration. With a single misstep, he could float too far to the east or west, or possibly slam himself into the ground.

      Wind whipped around him, threatening to distort his shaping, and he added a surge of fire to strengthen it. Lightning flashed and thunder rolled as if a storm cloud moved through.

      Far below, he could barely make out definition along the ground. Streaks of green from the fields around Ethea made it through the shaped cloud and changed to the trees and steadily rising mountains of Galen. Lacertin turned toward the south, moving past Galen, his shaping carrying him into Nara and the lands of his youth.

      The wind changed as they moved from the cool mountain air of Galen to the heat of Nara. His shaping faltered as it always did, requiring him to shift his effort, drawing less on fire and more on wind to compensate. The crackle of lightning nearby told him that Veran did the same.

      They descended, letting the shaping draw them down to the ground. Lacertin didn’t need Veran to guide him, but having the man with him was helpful and he could follow the direction of his shaping. With all the time that Lacertin had spent searching for the box, he had been too long away from the borders.

      The barrier pulled on him. It wasn’t a physical presence; rather, it was shaped to push energy away from the kingdoms. The combination of each element was required to form the barrier, and even then, it was not something visible. He could feel it as they neared, like something tingling against his cheek, almost a vibrating sense of power.

      Lacertin was surprised to note that the barrier had receded from where he expected it. Had the kingdoms given land back to Incendin or was it simply the way the barrier was constructed that made it seem like that?

      Veran landed next to him with a spray of dirt and a streak of lightning. Strands of his long hair stood on end, still charged by the energy of his shaping. He glanced around him, his nose already wrinkling.

      “You could at least look like you don’t mind being here,” Lacertin said.

      Veran grunted. “I understand these lands are important to the kingdoms, but I don’t understand why Incendin would be so interested in taking them.”

      Lacertin reached toward his sense of the barrier and ran his hand across the energy that he detected. The shaping still amazed him.

      “It is impressive work, Lacertin,” Veran said. He managed to sound sincere as he said it.

      “I can’t take the credit.”

      “No? Then you would give it to Ilton?”

      Lacertin shook his head. “The idea might have been mine, but without the archivists and the help of Pherah, I’m not sure this would have worked.”

      Veran’s face clouded at the mention of Pherah. “She was nearly as passionate about the barrier as you,” he said softly. “It’s a shame she didn’t live to see it at full strength.”

      Lacertin pulled his hand back. The barrier didn’t filter everything—or everyone—out of the kingdoms, but it managed to keep shapers from crossing. “How much longer?” he asked.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I stopped paying attention to the barrier when Ilton sent me…” He shook his head, cutting himself short. He trusted Veran, but not enough to share what Ilton had asked of him. He didn’t trust anyone enough for that, not until he understood why. “It doesn’t matter now, so long as it keeps their shapers from passing. The Great Mother knows we’ve lost too many shapers to Incendin as it is.”

      “Their shapers no longer can pass. The lisincend still manage to make it across—losing Pherah and Roln is testament to that—but even that has become more difficult. Soon, we will be secure. The war will be over.”

      Lacertin could hardly believe it possible. The kingdoms had been at war with Incendin for so long that he barely remembered a time when there hadn’t been war. “All because of these lands,” he said softly, scraping a boot through the dust.

      Veran snorted. “Has it been worth it?” he asked. “Would it not have been better to let Incendin have Nara?”

      Lacertin didn’t look over as he answered. He thought of how many he knew lost to Incendin over the years, and how many more had crossed the waste, thinking that it was better than dying in the war. So many bought the promise of the Fire Fortress, the claim that Incendin could draw fire from sensers when the university failed to do that. Knowing what he did of shaping, he wondered how many regretted their decision.

      “Would you have had me leave the kingdoms?” Lacertin asked.

      “You know I would not.”

      “Then what kind of question is that?” He turned to Veran and frowned. “These are my people, and we are not of Incendin.”

      None would ever claim to be of Incendin, but how many would argue that they should be of Rens? The ancient nation had long ago been divided, split into the halves that were Incendin and Nara, but there were many who thought they should be reunited, even knowing what they did of Incendin and the lengths the shapers would go to find power.

      Veran looked at him as if uncertain what to say.

      Lacertin shook his head and started off across the hard rock, ignoring him. Continuing to press would do nothing more than anger a man who had been something of a friend. Lacertin knew there were other reasons for the war, but none that made any more sense. Ilton had once attempted to explain the political and trade reasons behind the initial attack, but Lacertin had never been able to move past Incendin’s claim that they were entitled to a unified Rens.

      “My brother made the crossing,” Lacertin said as he stared out over Incendin. “Left my mother and me and started into the waste.” He remembered calling after Chasn, but his brother hadn’t even looked back.

      “I didn’t know,” Veran said.

      Lacertin shrugged. “It is not something one speaks about, is it?” he said.

      “What happened to him?”

      “I don’t know. He might have made it all the way across. He had some talent with fire, so he would have been welcomed.” Or he could have died along the waste.

      “Have you…” Veran didn’t finish.

      Lacertin didn’t need him to. “I’ve not seen him.” He still wasn’t sure what he would do if he encountered Chasn. Lacertin had changed since the boy growing up in Nara, but Chasn would have changed as well.

      He made his way along the barrier. Veran trailed behind him, letting the silence grow. Even if he closed his eyes, he’d be able to track it, to feel the way that it pressed against him. “How hard is it for our shapers to cross?” he asked as they approached a towering stack of rock.

      To the west, a small village with buildings made of stone and mud nestled beneath the shadow of the rock. Lacertin knew a small pool of water burbled from the ground there, enough to keep the village alive. It was a hard life living this far out in Nara, but the people of the village were a hard people. Earth sensing told him that the village was empty.

      How many years had the village survived along the border with Incendin only now to fall? The barrier hadn’t protected these people, and the shapers hadn’t managed to help, either.

      “Our shapers can cross, but returning is difficult,” Veran said. “Pherah thought that soon, only the strongest would be able to return.”

      Lacertin had wondered if that would happen, but had been sent on another task before learning the answer. The barrier would not be—maybe it could not be—selective about what shapers it excluded. If shapers of the kingdoms crossed, they would be effectively banished from the kingdoms, trapped in Incendin.

      “Was that why she died?” he asked.

      “Lacertin—”

      “Did the barrier prevent her from returning?” Lacertin pressed. No one had been able to tell him how she died, other than that the lisincend had attacked, but Pherah was a powerful warrior and Lacertin had seen her hold her own against three lisincend. With Roln with her, they should have been strong enough to survive the lisincend.

      “I don’t know,” Veran said.

      “What of the shapers with her?”

      There was no sign of additional shapers, but then again, once the barrier was in place, the shaping required to hold it became much easier, barely needing more than a single shaper to maintain it. For that reason, Ilton felt the barrier could be maintained indefinitely. Shapers could be brought to the barrier and asked to maintain it. From what he understood, some would rotate, while others, men like Grethan, who had volunteered to serve along the border in Galen, would remain.

      “They have moved on. The attack is over, Lacertin.”

      He licked his lips, trying to draw moisture to his mouth. When he’d been young, he’d been accustomed to the desert and the heat. Now that he was older and had been away for years, it affected him in ways that it wouldn’t have when he was a child out playing along the dunes and climbing the hot rock with his brother. Chasn would have laughed and called him soft, but then, his brother had always been harder than him.

      “Was it here?” he asked, stopping near a tall finger of rock.

      It rose from the ground like a shaped tower, as if an earth elemental reached a hand from beneath Nara and stretched for the Great Mother. Dholund Rock served as part of the boundary between Nara and Incendin, an easy and unmistakable marker between the two countries.

      As a child, Lacertin had climbed the rock, scrambling up the surface using handholds that had long ago been dug out or shaped. Most children growing up in this part of Nara used Dholund Rock as a way to prove their strength, and Lacertin had been no different. Now, climbing to the top of the rock would be no more difficult than drawing on the necessary shaping.

      Veran pointed toward the base of the rock. “There.”

      Lacertin said nothing more until he reached the place Veran had indicated. A shaping of water and wind told him that blood had been spilled here, but he couldn’t tell how long ago or what type. Rains were too infrequent to wash away the effects of the battle, but the sun was strong and burned away life as easily as rain would wash it away or the wind would wear it down.

      He ran his finger along the stone, using earth sensing to strain for what had happened. He sensed the echoes of what had come before, of the men and women who’d been there, but it mixed with the countless others, the children of Nara who climbed the rock.

      “I used to climb this rock as a child,” he said as he knelt on the ground.

      Veran slapped a hand against the stone and frowned. “You were a shaper then?”

      “Not a shaper. This was before. Many children did.”

      “The children of Nara would climb this?” Veran asked.

      Lacertin made his way around the base of the rock, moving back into Nara rather than out toward Incendin. The barrier might prevent him from crossing had he gone the other way. He stopped where a single mark had long ago been scratched into the stone and reached above his head, feeling for the first handhold. This was the only mark for the climb.

      Pulling himself up, he reached for the next handhold, and then the next, pausing when he was twenty feet in the air and hugging the stone to glance down at Veran. Then he let go, softening his descent with a shaping of air and earth, landing next to Veran with a thud.

      “The children are the only ones who climb it,” Lacertin said.

      Veran craned his neck to peer toward the top of the rock. From this angle, it seemed to stretch impossibly high above them. “You would do this with ropes?”

      Lacertin shook his head. “Not ropes, and the climb was always done alone.”

      “Why do you do this?”

      “For answers,” Lacertin started. “There is something about sitting atop Dholund Rock, with nothing but Incendin to the east and the rest of Nara to the west, to make you feel like you are a part of something greater.” Growing up in these lands, that was a sentiment that most needed.

      Veran snorted. “And the fishers of Vatten are chastised for bringing our children aboard the ships at the age of seven. How many are lost to the climb?”

      Lacertin ran his hand across the rock again. What would he think were he to climb to the top now? Would he have the same sense of wonder, or even the same answer as when he was young? Like most growing in Nara, he had wondered where he belonged. Climbing to the top of Dholund gave those who made it the chance to see into Incendin. It was after this that those who would attempt to cross would do so. It was when Chasn had crossed.

      “Too many,” Lacertin said. Then he sighed. “Probably as many as your children are lost on the ships.”

      He continued around the rock but saw nothing else that would tell him what had happened. Lacertin hadn’t expected to, but had hoped to find answers. It seemed that was all that he ever wanted to find.

      It took nearly an hour to make it all the way around the rock. When he stopped on the other side, he stared out into Incendin. A haze of heat layered over the ground. Wind moved across the barrier but didn’t gust with the same ferocity as other places within the kingdoms. A low, mournful howl caught on the wind, and was followed by another.

      Lacertin’s ears perked at the sound and he shaped water between his hands, drawing what moisture he could out of the air to create something like a lens for him to look through. It was a trick he’d learned from a Doman shaper. Within the kingdoms, the shaping was easy, but here, with as dry as the air was, he practically had to draw the moisture out of himself.

      Another howl came, growing sharper than before. The hounds must have acquired their scent. They were creatures of fire, somehow like the lisincend, but also not. They couldn’t shape, but they burned with a simmering fire. Lacertin had always been intrigued by them.

      “We should be going,” Veran said.

      “You fear the hounds?” Lacertin asked.

      “Not the hounds, but we have no need to let them claim our scent.”

      Through the shaping, Lacertin caught sight of the nearest hound as it raced across the hard ground. “Will it be able to cross the barrier?”

      “I don’t know,” Veran said.

      “Then we stay.” When Veran arched a brow at him, Lacertin shrugged. “We need to know whether it would hold out even the hounds.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      Lacertin stared through the lens. The hound was long and sleek. Short, dark hair covered its hide, and long teeth jutted down over its lower jaw. A shimmering sort of haze, thicker than what radiated naturally from Incendin, rose around the hound, as if trying to veil the creature from them. Another ran alongside the first, suddenly joining it, then a third. A pack.

      “Then we will have to fight them off.”
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      The hounds howled as they raced toward the barrier. Lacertin knew that he should ready a shaping, but he was more interested in watching the hounds as they streaked across the hard ground. As a child in Nara, hounds had been rare, but they had hunted, unopposed by any barrier. Most knew to run from them, and there were enough sensers throughout Nara to hide from them, to keep the hounds from capturing the scent, but even then, the hounds occasionally managed to kill. Lacertin rarely had the opportunity to simply observe them.

      They were powerful creatures and moved with a sleek grace. Their lean bodies flexed with each jump, leaping almost as much as they ran and chewing up the distance faster than they should be able to manage. The lead hound flicked its gaze as it ran before fixing Lacertin with a steady and determined gaze. He almost took a step back under the intensity.

      When the nearest hound struck the barrier, it howled, a loud and painful sound that echoed, piercing through the hot air as it bounced off the rock. The barrier held and the hound paced on the other side, pawing at the ground.

      Veran let out a relieved sigh.

      “You didn’t know?” Lacertin asked. The other hounds reached the barrier and snarled but didn’t make any attempt at getting closer. They took the lead hound’s direction and dug at the ground. Surprisingly, for creatures so tightly bound to fire, they managed to make more headway than Lacertin would have expected.

      “Suspected, but didn’t know,” Veran said. He moved along the barrier, holding his shaping at the ready as he did. “What happens to it if they dig below?”

      Lacertin shrugged. “The same as above, I suspect.”

      Veran tilted his head back to peer high into the sky, cupping one hand over his brow as he studied the sky overhead. “How far up does it extend?”

      “Far enough that shapers couldn’t go over it,” Lacertin said. “But Incendin has no warriors, so we don’t need to fear them making it over.”

      “We assume they have no warriors.”

      “In twenty years of war, we have seen no sign of warriors. Fire shapers. Earth and wind. Even water shapers.” That was surprising, given that much of Incendin was desert. Usually, shaping manifested where there was the capacity to use it. Water shapers struggled in Incendin. Even wind shapers struggled at times. Lacertin remembered what the wind shaper Zephra had once told him about the wind when she’d attempted to cross Incendin. The hot air had nearly betrayed her, and she was one of the strongest wind shapers the kingdoms had ever produced. “But no warriors. Wouldn’t Incendin send warriors at us if they had the capability?” he asked. “Wouldn’t they rather have warriors than have their shapings limited?”

      “Many would say their fire shapings aren’t limited,” Veran said. One of the hounds snarled and leapt at the barrier before squealing and dropping back. The lead hound studied the place along the barrier that had been attacked but didn’t make any attempt to charge again.

      “Only for the lisincend,” Lacertin said.

      “And they have consumed so much fire that even our warriors struggle to contain them,” Veran went on. “We’ve only seen a handful of lisincend. How long before we face a dozen? Two dozen? When do they have numbers that will overwhelm us?”

      Lacertin didn’t have the answers. Likely, Veran had heard the same reports as Lacertin about how difficult it had been to create the lisincend. There was a sacrifice involved, but no one really was able to explain exactly what the sacrifice had to be. Even Zephra, who claimed to witness the creation of a lisincend, hadn’t known.

      “The lisincend are not the match for our warriors,” Lacertin said.

      Veran sighed. “Until they come in numbers. Lacertin, how do you think Pherah and Roln died? Do you think they were so unskilled that they couldn’t handle fire shapers? It was the number of lisincend and the hounds that overwhelmed them.”

      Veran turned to the barrier and sent a shaping of earth rumbling through it.

      “No—” Lacertin started.

      He shook his head. “The shaping doesn’t affect the barrier.”

      As it struck the barrier, it fizzled, but the ground on the other side of the barrier heaved slightly, lifting the nearest hound. The lead hound lunged, jumping at the barrier where the shaping had passed through.

      Lacertin expected the hound to bounce back, away from the barrier.

      Instead, the hound slid slowly through the barrier. It happened slowly, but the brightness to the hound’s eyes told Lacertin that the creature had expected to be able to make it through the barrier, as if waiting for one of them to be foolish enough to shape through it.

      Veran wasn’t ready. He scrambled back, a shaping building, but he was too slow.

      The hound reached him, sharp nails scraping against Veran’s chest. The wide jaw dipped toward his neck. Veran recovered enough to throw the hound off him and came to his knees. Blood dripped from wounds gaping across his chest.

      The other hounds followed the first, pushing through the sudden weakness in the barrier.

      “Are you able to shape?” Lacertin asked.

      Veran nodded. He fumbled for his sword and managed to unsheathe it. With a shaping of wind and earth, he trapped the hound that had attacked him. Lacertin focused on the other two, using a similar shaping but adding more fire to his than Veran had attempted. He bound the hounds in the shaping and squeezed, pulling the air from a bubble that surrounded them.

      The hounds attacked his shaping frantically, but Lacertin held onto it. Moments passed and the struggling grew weaker before they finally stopped struggling. Within the shaping, the hounds fell at nearly the same time.

      The lead hound that Veran held trapped in earth stared at them defiantly. Sharp intelligence burned in its eyes. Veran approached and, with a heavy sweep of his warrior sword, beheaded the hound.

      He turned to Lacertin, clutching a hand over his chest. “They shouldn’t have been able to cross…”

      “You disrupted the shaping,” Lacertin said. He started a water shaping to attempt to heal Veran, but there wasn’t enough water in the air to do much. He might be able to slow the bleeding, but he wouldn’t be able to fully mend the wounds. What Veran needed now was real healing, not what Lacertin could offer.

      But before he could do anything to help Veran, he had to repair the barrier. Lacertin listened to the shaping, using the vibrating sense of each of the elements to guide him. He reached the place where Veran’s earth shaping had disrupted the pattern. With a draw on fire—the element opposite earth—he pulled the barrier back into alignment.

      Was that why the hounds had been able to cross? Would it have mattered if Veran had used water or wind, or was it that he had chosen earth? Lacertin didn’t know, only that he’d worried about what a shaping through the barrier would do to it. He’d never had the answer before, but now he did.

      Lacertin lifted Veran off the ground, ignoring the blood pooling from the hound. Part of him wished they had been able to study the hounds. They had never managed to catch one of the creatures alive. So little was known about them. How did Incendin create them, or were they some twisted form of elemental? How did the lisincend control them? Were the other shapers of Incendin able to control them?

      If they had the opportunity to study them, they might be able to answer some of the questions. Once again, they wouldn’t know.

      He carried Veran toward the village, using shapings of earth and wind to help him. When he reached the outskirts of the village, he paused. Nassa hadn’t been his village, but he’d grown up near enough that he knew many people here. Now the streets were empty. Had they left because of the attack, sent deeper into Nara and away from the border for safety, or was there a different reason? He could imagine the suspicion the shapers would have and they way that they would wonder and fear whether the people of Nassa would help Incendin. Those shapers wouldn’t understand that those who remained in the village had already made their choice.

      Near the small well at the center of the village, he stopped and lowered Veran to the ground. The other man groaned but didn’t say anything else. Lacertin used the bucket for the well to pull water to the surface and dripped it into Veran’s mouth and then over his wounds. Using a shaping of water, he probed for the extent of Veran’s injuries. The warrior had lost a lot of blood, and there was a warmth burning within what blood remained, a warmth that was in some ways familiar.

      With a shaping of water, he sealed the wound and tried to draw the heat out of Veran’s blood. He could heal, but not with the same deft touch the master water shapers could manage.

      Veran rested more easily with Lacertin’s shaping, and his ragged breathing eased.

      Lacertin looked around. Within Nassa, had there been anyone here, he might have tried to leave Veran and return to the university for help, but with the village empty, he couldn’t just leave the other warrior here, not without knowing the extent of his injuries.

      Returning meant controlling a shaping that would carry them both. Lacertin had attempted it before, but such a shaping would take much strength, maybe more than he could tolerate. It risked both of them.

      “Go,” Veran said weakly.

      Lacertin glanced down at him. The bleeding that had eased now opened again, as if the shaping had already failed. Were the hounds’ claws poisoned? As far as he knew, none had ever survived a hound attack to know for certain. When shapers encountered the hounds, they made certain to keep far enough away so as not to risk themselves.

      They’d grown careless with the barrier, and had assumed it would hold.

      “If I go and something happens…”

      Veran tried to laugh but winced. “Something already happened. This was my mistake. Don’t let it claim us both.”

      “I can get you back to Ethea,” Lacertin said.

      Veran grunted. “You really think you can travel so far with another? I’m not sure such strength was even known when the ancients still walked these lands.”

      They didn’t really know what the ancients were capable of doing. Most assumed they all spoke to the elementals and that was how they managed shapings that would be impossible now. Others figured it was the fact that those shapers were able to mix spirit into their shapings, an element that had been lost over time, as if the Great Mother didn’t want them shaping it anymore.

      Lacertin glanced around and shook his head. “I’m not leaving you. We won’t lose another warrior to this war,” he said.

      “We’ve lost so many already. What’s one more?”

      “No,” Lacertin said.

      He stood and took a few steadying breaths. He would need speed and control for this. Strength would help, but strength would only get him so far. If he could move quickly, he wouldn’t have to hold the shaping quite as long, but moving quickly carried with it other risks.

      “Can you shape at all?” Lacertin asked.

      Veran’s eyes had fallen closed again and his breathing came out slowly. He blinked slowly and ran his tongue over his lips. “Not well. It burns, Lacertin.”

      “Can you hold a shaping well enough that I don’t drop you?”

      That was his greatest fear. Speed meant that he had to focus on shaping and couldn’t afford to worry about dropping Veran. The only other time he’d attempted carrying another had been over short distances, barely enough to matter. Even that had been difficult. For this… this would be challenging. And if he failed and they didn’t reach the university, he wouldn’t have the strength needed to summon help.

      Veran nodded. “I will try.”

      Lacertin lifted him using a shaping of earth. Veran’s shaping took hold, sealing them together with earth and wind.

      “Quickly,” Veran urged.

      Lacertin pulled on each of the elements, binding them as was necessary for traveling. The shaping lifted him into the air, but slower than it should. Then, pulling the shaping atop him, lightning exploded, dragging him across the kingdoms.

      The shaping was painfully slow. Lacertin fed it with all the strength he could summon. They picked up speed, making their way across Nara, and then into Ter, faster and faster. The ground moved past below him, but not as quickly as he would like.

      Veran’s shaping failed somewhere over Ter. For a moment, Veran slipped and Lacertin lunged for him, diverting precious energy from his shaping to grab the warrior. He managed to keep him from falling, but now had to hold onto him as well as control the shaping. It wasn’t clear whether Veran still even breathed.

      The draw of Ethea pulled him onward, and he finally saw the city rising up in the distance. They continued to pick up speed, now out of necessity. Such speed was dangerous but they streaked toward the capital.

      His strength began to fade. With shaping, there were limits imposed by the strength of the shaper, and his were nearly at their end.

      Then they crossed the walls of the city, still moving too quickly.

      Lacertin didn’t dare ease off on the shaping. If he did, he wasn’t sure where they would land. He wouldn’t risk dropping Veran and grasped him as tightly as he could. The university appeared, and the shaper circle at the center.

      Then his strength failed completely.

      They dropped. The ground came up at them too quickly for him to stop. Lacertin tensed, knowing it would do nothing to help him survive the fall, but unable to think of anything more.

      He struck the stone of the shapers circle with a jarring crack. Veran was torn from his grip, flung across the university yard, and sent sprawling. Lacertin fell and hit his head, and his consciousness faded.
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      Lacertin awoke in on a hard cot in an unfamiliar room. Everything ached. A steady light glowed near the corner. A shapers lantern, he guessed. The air smelled sickly, like that of rot or vomit. Likely the later, he guessed, especially given the way his head pounded and the inside of his mouth tasted.

      But he was alive.

      In some respects, that surprised him, especially considering how fast they had been moving before crashing. The shaping had picked up speed after Veran’s shaping had failed, almost as if somehow they had been cancelling each other out.

      He tried to sit, but his back wouldn’t cooperate. His arms felt shaky when he tried to move, and his legs trembled.

      “You’re awake.”

      A face loomed out of the shadows, and it took him a moment to recognize who it belonged to before his eyes managed to focus on the sharp jaw and the short black hair framing her face. “Jayna?” he asked. He barely had seen her since she’d disappeared on him in the library.

      “Who else would sit with you and attempt to heal you?”

      Lacertin tried to laugh, but his chest hurt too much. He brought a hand up to his chest and realized that his shirt had been cut away and thick bandages wrapped around him. “What happened?”

      Jayna pulled a chair up and leaned into him. She smelled of clean soap and her breath was minty. A comforting warmth radiated from her. “I could ask you the same thing. You land in a heap at the center of the university, somehow carrying Master Veran, and collapse. Master Wallyn says that you’re both lucky to be alive.”

      Wallyn had found them. That was good. The man was a skilled water shaper, one of the best. “And Veran?”

      Jayna tried to mask the troubled expression that crossed her face by turning away, but she didn’t manage to do so completely. Lacertin reached for her, and turned her to face him.

      “What of Veran?” he asked. “You already said that he’s alive.”

      Jayna nodded. “Alive, but not well. Whatever attacked you—”

      “Hounds,” Lacertin whispered.

      Jayna’s eyes widened. “Well, the hounds cut him pretty deeply. I’ve never seen wounds like that. They were partially mended, but that only served to trap the toxins within. We had to open them again to drain. Veran… well, he didn’t tolerate it very well.”

      Lacertin pulled his hand back and crossed his arms over his chest. “It was my fault. I tried healing him rather than bringing him back to the university. I didn’t think I’d be able to make it here in time if I did nothing.”

      And he almost hadn’t. He was lucky that they’d arrived with enough time for Wallyn to attempt any sort of shaping. But if Wallyn healed them, why did Lacertin still feel like a rotting lizard?

      The answer came through his foggy mind: Because Wallyn hadn’t worked on him. Veran had needed him more.

      Yet he was bandaged. Someone had taken the time to heal him, even if it hadn’t been Wallyn. He considered Jayna a moment. “You healed me?” he asked.

      She reached over and touched the bandages around his chest, her hands working with a practiced control. “I did what I could.”

      “You’re still in training.”

      She flushed slightly. “You know?”

      Lacertin laughed. It hurt, but less than it had. He might be injured, but he would survive. Would the same be true for Veran?

      “When you disappeared as quickly as you did, I figured something was off. Then, when I realized I was in the student library… let’s just say that I haven’t been in the university in quite a while.”

      Jayna smiled. When she did, she looked quite lovely.

      Lacertin pushed the thought out of his head. He wasn’t willing to even teach students; why should he get involved with them in another way?

      “You were in Incendin?” Jayna asked.

      “Not Incendin. Near Incendin. Nara.”

      “Then how did the hounds…”

      Lacertin shook his head. Veran had made a mistake, but he wouldn’t share that with others. “The barrier isn’t completely secure. It holds, but there were three hounds, and they were determined,” he said.

      Still, had Veran not shaped the barrier, they wouldn’t have managed to attack. Other shapers would need to know about that weakness before they made the same mistake, before they were injured in the same way.

      A different thought came to him. Was that how Pherah and Roln had died?

      He struggled to sit up, but he couldn’t. The effort of shaping his way here had sapped his strength, and the injuries he now had made it even worse. He wouldn’t be going anywhere, at least not for a while.

      Jayna pressed a hand on his shoulder, keeping him from moving too much. Either she was strong or he was even weaker than he realized. Lacertin sagged back onto the cot.

      “Where do you think you were going to go?” she asked. “You’ve got a few broken ribs, a gash on your head that had to be healed, and you’ve been sleeping for the last day straight. Even the great Lacertin can take a few moments to recover, don’t you think?”

      Lacertin closed his eyes and tried to steady his breathing. “Nothing great about Lacertin,” he said.

      Jayna laughed. “You’re probably right. All I see is a man too battered to move, mostly because he shaped himself and another warrior across the kingdoms.”

      “I need to see him.”

      “Master Veran?” she asked. “He’s in no shape to talk, and I’m not sure that Master Wallyn would allow anyone to try. Rest, let him recover, and then you can talk to him.”

      Lacertin noted the hitch to her voice when she mentioned Veran recovering and realized that it wasn’t a sure thing that he would. If they lost Veran after losing Pherah and Roln, that would be more warriors than had been lost in the last five years. With the barrier in place, the kingdoms and her shapers should be more protected, but so far, Lacertin wasn’t seeing that to be the case.

      “If not Veran, then find Alice. I need to speak with her.”

      He needed to understand what had happened with Pherah so that he could make certain that it didn’t happen to another shaper.

      “Master Alice? She left the city about the same time as you did,” Jayna said.

      “Left?” Lacertin repeated. Alice wasn’t going to leave; she had intended to remain while Veran brought him to the place Pherah had died. “Where did she go?”

      Jayna flushed again, and this time Lacertin couldn’t help but notice how attractive it made her. Maybe it was the fact that she was older than the typical student, or maybe he’d been gone so long from the city that the self-imposed restrictions were altered.

      “As you said, I’m just a student,” she said.

      “A student working with Master Wallyn. There aren’t many he’s willing to teach,” Lacertin said.

      Jayna smiled at him. “He knew my father. I think that’s the only reason.”

      Lacertin laughed lightly, and even that hurt his ribs. He reached his hands across his chest and hugged himself. As he did, he realized that it wasn’t only his shirt that was missing, but also his jacket and sword. Inside the jacket pocket was the box he’d been sent to retrieve.

      “Where are the rest of my belongings?” he asked.

      Jayna shook her head. “I don’t know. When you were brought here, you were in pretty rough shape. There were other healers involved and they—”

      “Shapers?” Lacertin asked.

      “Not all the healers are shapers,” she said. “Your injuries weren’t as bad as Master Veran’s. He needed the attention of the master shapers, so you…”

      She didn’t need to finish. Lacertin wasn’t the same priority, not with the nature of his injuries. They were still severe enough to make it difficult for him to even try to stand. Had he been healed, he would have been able to get up, and he might not have slept for nearly a full day. Either Veran’s injuries really were that serious or someone had been instructed not to heal him.

      Lacertin gritted his teeth and pushed off the bed, shaking past Jayna, who was trying to hold him back down. “I need my sword, and my cloak,” he said.

      “Between the healers, and the princess stopping—”

      “Ilianna was here?” What would she be doing at the university?

      Jayna watched him for a moment, a puzzled expression creasing her brow. “She came to see Master Wallyn and discuss the king.”

      Lacertin sighed. Of course that had been the reason. She wouldn’t have cared to see him. The opportunity for that had passed so long ago that he couldn’t believe that there ever would have been a time when he thought of courting her.

      “I don’t know where your belongings are. And I don’t know why you’re in such a rush to get up. You were seriously injured, Lacertin. You should take the necessary time for healing or you will only end up in worse shape than you already are.”

      If he’d been down a full day, then he already was in worse shape than he thought. He needed to find his cloak and make certain that the box was secured.

      Why hadn’t he just left it with Ilton when he arrived? He’d spent months searching for the plates and had rushed back to the city to deliver it, and his first action had been to remove it again.

      He sighed. With Ilton sick, the princess would have taken on some responsibilities as well. Ilianna could help, if only he could reach her.

      Lacertin staggered to the door, pausing to balance himself as he went. Jayna was there when he nearly fell, slipping her arm around him. She shaped, but it was more of a healing probing, not anything meant to stabilize him. He tried not to notice the comfortable warmth he felt from her presence.

      “Where are you going?” Jayna asked.

      “There’s someone I need to see.” He’d either find Theondar and tell him about the weakness in the barrier, or he’d find Ilianna. Either way, he needed to reach the palace.

      “You aren’t going to make it very far like this. Let me get help.”

      “No help. Just find my sword.”

      If he focused on the sword, maybe Jayna wouldn’t realize how important the box was to him as well.

      “I don’t know where they brought it.”

      Lacertin paused and turned to her. “At least tell me who helped bind my wounds when I returned.” That would help him know who might have his belongings.

      “I told you already. Healers, a water shaper, and me. There was a pair of archivists there, but mostly because Wallyn sent for them, thinking they might find an answer to what happened with the injury to help heal Veran.”

      At least if the archivists had taken his cloak, the plates might be with them, but what if they didn’t know how to use them? Ilton hadn’t known, or if he had, he hadn’t shared with Lacertin. That wasn’t altogether unsurprising, but now that Ilton’s mind seemed to be going and with the loss of the warriors, he felt as if more help was needed.

      Lacertin grabbed for the door, wincing as pain shot through him. In his current condition, reaching the palace would be nearly impossible. Even if he somehow managed to shape, he would struggle. No, he needed help.

      “Can you help me?” he asked Jayna.
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      The walk to the palace took an impossibly long time. Each step sent pain shooting through Lacertin, and even though he splinted his ribs by tensing as he walked, he felt everything as a constant jarring sensation. Jayna kept her arm around him for support, but she wasn’t able to do much more than stabilize him.

      “Why the palace?” she asked as they neared the outer wall.

      “I told you. There’s someone I need to see.” If Ilianna had come to the university, maybe she had returned to the palace where he could find her.

      “But the king is sick.”

      Lacertin nodded. “He is.”

      “You’ve seen him?”

      “I’ve spoken to him since I returned.” Jayna sucked in a breath. “It did not go well,” Lacertin admitted.

      “Wallyn says that whatever causes his illness is unlike anything he’s seen before. It’s more than a wasting illness.”

      If Lacertin had any doubt about Jayna’s potential before, he did not now. For a master water shaper to speak to a student so honestly about what he had done for the king, it meant that she was more skilled—or at least had the potential to be more skilled—than most other water shapers.

      “I don’t know about that. I wasn’t able to do much other than wake him,” he said.

      They stopped at the outer wall to the palace. A pair of shapers stood guard, but moved aside when they saw Lacertin. For a moment, he was surprised, but then he realized it wasn’t him that they stepped aside for, it was Jayna.

      “You shaped the king?” Jayna asked as they passed through the doors.

      “I needed to speak to him.”

      “But you said yourself that you don’t have much skill with healing.”

      “And I don’t.”

      “Then why risk the king’s safety? No offense, Lacertin, but I sensed the shaping that was used on Master Veran. You have strength, but it wasn’t a very careful shaping.”

      Lacertin grunted, leading her toward the garden outside the palace, choosing the most direct route toward it. Jayna gawked at the shapings around them, each made to resemble a part of the kingdoms, and each so difficult that none today could replicate them. Lacertin had been through here often enough that he no longer stared. From the way the guards had simply let Jayna pass, he had thought that she’d been through here many times before, but maybe that wasn’t the case.

      “Not a careful shaping, but I did what I needed to keep him alive.”

      They reached the front door and Lacertin drew on a shaping to open it. Even that much effort taxed him to the point where he had to lean more heavily on Jayna.

      The inside of the palace had even more activity than before. Servants hurried along halls and up stairs now guarded by a pair of shapers. Lacertin suspected they were meant to keep him out. His suspicion was confirmed when they eyed him as he entered. The air carried a thick, medicinal scent that was even stronger than before. Lacertin searched for Bren, but saw no sign of him.

      “I don’t think they’re going to let you pass,” Jayna whispered.

      Lacertin didn’t recognize either of the shapers, but there was no doubt that was what they were. One man stood with his arms crossed over his thick chest, his bald head beaded with a sheen of sweat. The shaping coming from him was like a constant pressure to Lacertin. The other shaper, a woman as wide as the other was muscular, frowned at him. From the soft tug of air moving through the palace, he suspected she was a wind shaper.

      “That’s fine,” he said.

      He started forward, forcing Jayna to keep her arm around him. As he passed the shapers, he felt them focus their shaping on him. He pushed it away, drawing on more strength than he should have needed. His legs wavered for a moment and Jayna propped him up to keep him from falling.

      “Thanks,” he whispered.

      “Was that necessary?” she asked.

      Lacertin shrugged. “Ask them.”

      They reached the end of the hall. Lacertin could still feel the shapers’ gaze on his back, but there came no additional shaping directed at him. A good thing, because he wasn’t sure he had the strength needed to fend them off again.

      A wide stair opened at the end of the hall. If he went down, he could reach the quarters granted to him by Ilton. They had never really been his home, though he was thankful for someplace to claim as his own. Once Theondar had moved into the palace, given rooms by Althem, it had felt even less welcoming.

      But he had no intention of going down, not until he knew whether Ilianna would see him. Instead, he looked up the stairs.

      “Who’s up there?” Jayna asked.

      “Ilianna.”

      “The princess?” she asked. Lacertin nodded. “Why do you need to see the princess?”

      “She can help,” Lacertin answered.

      Jayna paused as they climbed the steps. “And if she doesn’t?”

      If Ilianna wouldn’t help, then he had to be prepared to descend the stairs and find Theondar. The idea pained him, but what other choice did he have?

      The stair led to a wide hall on the second level. This end was comprised entirely of Ilianna’s rooms, while the other end would be all Althem. Lacertin glanced down the hall, not interested in seeing the prince, but not really expecting to, either. With Althem focused on ruling in his father’s stead, he wouldn’t be here. The lack of any guards present also made it clear that he wasn’t. As far as Lacertin knew, Althem couldn’t shape.

      One of the doors at the end of the hall was open, but there weren’t any guards standing watch for Ilianna’s rooms either, so maybe she was gone. If that was the case, then he’d wasted his time coming here, time that he could have spent seeing if there was anything that he could do to help Veran.

      Lacertin stopped in the open door. The decorations inside were ornate. A massive tapestry hung on the wall. It depicted the Great Mother and the great elementals. Beneath it was an intricate ceramic pot with swirls of color, making it likely Doma made. Two oversized chairs angled toward the door, and a hearth lined the wall. The room was empty.

      A basin of water steamed along the wall. If she was gone, at least she had recently been here.

      “How many rooms does she have?” Jayna asked.

      Lacertin turned to her and smiled. “She’s the princess.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means she’ll have as many rooms as she wants.”

      Jayna laughed and loosened her grip enough so that she could step toward the tapestry. She studied it, reaching a hand toward the depiction of the water elemental udilm as a face in a wave along the bottom left.

      “Once we spoke to the elementals so easily,” Jayna said softly.

      “There are some who still claim to speak to them,” Lacertin said.

      She looked back at him. “They do? You’ve seen this?” Her accent thickened with the question, and Lacertin realized that he still hadn’t discovered where she was from. Not from Vatten, though she was a water shaper. She sounded nothing like Veran, and most considered his accent mild.

      Lacertin shrugged. “I can’t say that I’ve seen it, only that I’ve heard of it happening. Who is to say that they don’t?”

      “Only the fact that it’s been centuries since any have spoken to the elementals.”

      “Openly,” Lacertin said.

      As a younger shaper, it was a discussion he’d had many times before. The elementals once spoke to shapers, and once guided their earliest shapings. It was the reason most felt that shaping quality had diminished over time.

      There was no question that the shapers of today were much weaker than those of the past. Not only weaker, but also lacking in creativity. He would never be able to create some of the shaped items found within the university. The way lighting ran through it was only one example. The kingdoms shapers now could manage strength and skill, but they lacked finesse.

      “If there are those who speak to the elementals, why wouldn’t they share that with others? Think of how much could be learned if they were only willing—”

      Lacertin’s pained laugh cut her off. “And you make my point for me. Were I able to speak to the elementals, I would keep that fact to myself rather than deal with all the questions.”

      This time, Jayna laughed. “Only because you’re a grumpy old warrior.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” he said.

      He wobbled over to the door on the other side of the room, not expecting the princess to be there. Were she in the room, he would have expected her to have come to learn who was visiting, but she didn’t.

      “Lacertin, we should go,” Jayna said. “I don’t think she’s here.”

      He nodded but knocked on the door anyway, pausing to listen while reaching through the door with an earth sensing. He didn’t pick up anyone on the other side.

      Before turning away, he tried the handle, twisting it and pushing.

      Jayna ran over to him. “Lacertin!” she hissed.

      He was too quick for her. The door swung open, revealing the massive sleeping quarters on the other side. A wide bed took up most of one wall, a mesh canopy hanging over the top more for decoration than need. In places like Nara, such nets were helpful to keep from getting eaten by the insects that feasted at night, but in Ethea, such creatures were uncommon. He was actually surprised to see the decoration here, but then again, Ilianna had always had peculiar taste.

      A trunk rested at the end of the bed, a piece of parchment unfolded over the top. He couldn’t tell from where he stood, but it looked familiar. A low shelf nestled beneath a shuttered window was crammed with books. When Jayna stepped forward, Lacertin saw a narrow desk to the left of the door. More books stacked atop the desk, along with stacks of paper and a jar of ink. A flash of gold on the desk caught his eye and his breath caught.

      The plates. Why would Ilianna have them?

      She’d been at the university, but wouldn’t Jayna have said something if Ilianna had visited?

      He made his way over to the desk and stopped in front of it, making a show of looking down at the stack of pages. Most were written in a tight scrawl, and Lacertin couldn’t read much of them. One had a diagram of something that resembled a map, but there were no labels on it, nothing that would indicate what it was. Another page had a series of numbers running along the side. This one drew his attention, mostly because the word Incendin appeared partway down the page.

      Jayna made her way over to him. Before she could reach him, he shifted the pages to hide the box from view.

      “What is it?” Jayna asked as she stood next to him.

      He shook his head. “Nothing that I can understand.” Ilianna had always been involved in ruling, assisting Ilton with the day-to-day runnings of the kingdoms, so it was likely they were nothing more than that. But why would she have taken the box?

      Unless Ilton had asked the archivists to give it to her.

      As he did so often, Lacertin felt like nothing more than a glorified hound. Ilton would send him to retrieve items of importance, things like the box, or treaties with other rulers, and he’d never before complained, but there was something about not knowing the reason that he’d been sent that bothered him.

      He glanced at the desk again, letting his hand fall to his side where, for months, he’d carried the parts of the plates, unable to assemble them and bring them to Ilton. In all that time, he hadn’t understood the purpose of what he’d been sent to retrieve. He might never really understand, and now that Ilianna had it, and with Ilton soon to die and Althem to take the throne, Lacertin might never again be a part of such decisions.

      With a last glance at the desk, Lacertin turned away.
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      The walk back down the stairs took longer than going up. Lacertin felt a heaviness weighing in him that mixed with a sense of sadness. Ever since coming to the kingdoms, he had been a part of something. First, it had been training at the university, struggling to learn what it meant that he could shape. Then it was mastering his shaping, first fire and then the other elements. After that, he had taught for a time in between fighting in the never-ending Incendin war, but it had never suited him. That was when Ilton claimed him, placing ever increasingly difficult tasks before him. With each one Lacertin managed to complete, his ties to Ilton grew.

      “Where now?” Jayna asked.

      “Down,” he said.

      He leaned on her less with each step, strength slowly returning. With each step, his ability to shape returned even more. As it did, he pulled on a slight shaping of earth to steady him, nothing more than a trickle of strength, but enough that he didn’t need to lean on Jayna as he had.

      When they reached the main floor of the palace, she started as if to head toward the main doors. Lacertin stopped and glanced around. Once Ilton died, he would have little reason to return to the palace. There wasn’t much remaining in his rooms, but now was the time to remove anything that he valued.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “Where are you going?”

      “There’s another thing I need to do,” he said.

      “You’re still not in any shape to travel on your own,” Jayna said.

      Lacertin tried to straighten his back, but winced as he did. A sharp pain shot through him with the motion. “I’m well enough. I’ll return to the university so you can inspect me when I’m all done. Will that be acceptable?”

      Jayna frowned before nodding. “I should return anyway. Master Wallyn will need help with Master Veran.”

      “I would like to see Veran when I return.”

      “Only if he’s well enough.”

      It felt odd that a student would deflect the demand of a warrior shaper, but Lacertin didn’t argue. With Jayna, he doubted that he’d win anyway. She had proven to be stubborn and capable, a combination that allowed her to get away with it. “Fine. Only if he’s well enough,” Lacertin agreed.

      Jayna nodded and headed out of the palace. Lacertin watched her until she was gone, then turned toward the stairs leading down. The wide stair narrowed as it led into the lower levels. He held onto the railing, careful to keep from falling. Now that Jayna was gone, he didn’t want to risk tumbling and injuring himself again.

      When he stepped onto the landing, he made a point of lighting the shapers lanterns hanging along the hall. Lacertin used only enough shaping to give them a soft glow, barely more than that. The marble walls were bare, though statues in the shape of elementals were placed along the hall, as if a reminder of the origin of shapers’ strength.

      He paused at the largest statue, as he always did. It was in the shape of a draasin, a winged creature, with massive spikes protruding from its back. A long, barbed tail curled around it, and the mouth was twisted in a tight snarl. More than any of the other statues, this one drew him the most, partly because the draasin had been hunted to extinction centuries ago.

      Lacertin touched the top of the statue, resting his hand on the hard spikes and letting out a soft sigh.

      “What would it have been like to see them flying?”

      Lacertin turned to see Theondar studying him. He wore a long robe in a dark green, and his eyes flashed with light reflected from the lanterns. The sword hanging from his waist made Lacertin all too aware of the fact that his was missing.

      “Most would say that it would have been terrifying,” Lacertin said.

      Theondar stopped in front of the draasin statue and tilted his head. “If they were this size? Probably not.”

      Lacertin allowed himself to laugh. Arguing with Theondar served no purpose, and really, what troubled him wasn’t the warrior shaper, but what would happen once Ilton passed. He would have to put away the foolish feelings he had toward Theondar.

      “I seem to remember learning that they were much larger,” Lacertin said.

      “History always manages to inflate the importance of things.”

      The comment seemed strange to him, especially considering how little the shapers of today seemed to know compared to those who preceded them even a hundred years ago. With each generation, the knowledge faded. He couldn’t help but believe that it was tied to losing the connection to the elementals.

      Lacertin motioned to the nearest lantern. “Yes, because our shapers have done such a good job recreating things like that,” he said.

      Theondar only shrugged. “Lanterns and gardens do not mean they were any more skilled than us.”

      Lacertin bit back the retort that came to mind. “I would thank you for helping me reach Ilton,” he said instead.

      “I hear you found him unwell.”

      Lacertin frowned. “From who?”

      A dark smile pulled at Theondar’s mouth. “Ilianna was there.”

      Lacertin struggled to think of where the princess might have been hiding but couldn’t think of how he wouldn’t have seen her. If she had, at least he understood how the box had ended up in her room. “I didn’t see her,” he said.

      “There are other ways to reach the king’s rooms.”

      “Is that how you visit her?” he asked.

      Theondar’s smile widened. “My courtship of Ilianna is no secret.”

      “I seem to recall it being a secret when I left.”

      “That was before.”

      The word hung in the air, and didn’t need any additional explanation. Before. Before Lacertin had left. Before the king had grown so ill that he was barely awake. Before Althem began his rule, even informally.

      “Althem approves, then,” Lacertin said.

      “Why does it bother you?” Theondar asked.

      That Theondar courted Ilianna shouldn’t bother him, but it did. There had been a time before Theondar displayed a warrior’s talent that Lacertin thought he might court Ilianna. She was younger than him, but he had the king’s favor. Ilton thought such an arrangement would bring warrior blood back into the royal bloodline which, over generations, had faded. There hadn’t been a ruling shaper in over a century.

      Theondar would serve the same purpose, though. Ilton would have approved, if only because it had seemed to be Ilianna’s choice.

      “It does not bother me,” Lacertin said. Whatever feelings he’d had for her had been buried deeply over the years, so that he no longer had to convince himself. At least, he didn’t think that he did.

      Theondar chuckled and then tapped the statue. “Tell me, Lacertin. What is it that brings you down into this level of the palace again? Weren’t you the one who claimed that you had no home?”

      “There’s something I needed from here,” he said. He had intended to speak to Theondar about the barrier, but after seeing him… Lacertin wasn’t certain that he wanted to any longer.

      “Truly?” Theondar asked, arching his brow. “You actually have something here?”

      There wasn’t much that he possessed, but there were items from his home, things that had reminded him of his family—mostly his mother—now long gone. She had been a shaper as well, though in a time before the kingdoms requested that all who could shape come to Ethea. Like many within Nara, she had taught herself, learning what she needed to keep from destroying herself but never gaining the same level of skill that the shapers trained in the kingdoms managed.

      There was a part of Lacertin that wondered if she had trained in Incendin. Within Nara, it wasn’t uncommon for shapers to make the crossing. Some returned, though it was rare. When he’d asked, she had refused to answer, so Lacertin learned not to ask.

      “Ilton provided me quarters here,” Lacertin said.

      Theondar shrugged. “I’m not debating that.”

      “Then what are you debating, Theondar? Because you continue to try me when you know that it will be only a matter of days or weeks before you supplant me.”

      Theondar smiled then. “Is that what you think? Do you think that I care so much about being the First Warrior?”

      “I think that you’ve proven to be jealous of how Ilton has used me. I think that Althem has shown his eagerness to assume the throne. I’ve done nothing more than serve my king, and I will continue to do so when Ilton is gone.”

      Theondar considered Lacertin for a moment, his hand still resting on the draasin statue, almost as if he were petting a hound. “Ilton believes you to be the greatest warrior the kingdoms have produced in nearly a hundred years.”

      “I don’t make that claim.”

      “No? You have done nothing to suggest otherwise.”

      Lacertin sighed. “You have plenty of time to prove your worth. You’re young and have years ahead of you as you serve Althem.”

      “What will you do when he dies? Will you leave the kingdoms, maybe return to Nara? After everything that you’ve seen, and everything that you’ve been a part of, do you really think that you can resume that life?”

      Lacertin had struggled with that question since learning of Ilton’s illness. Could he resume such a life? All that he’d known the last ten years was serving Ilton, going where the king demanded, and fighting on behalf of the kingdoms.

      Even under Althem, that wouldn’t change. There was no reason for it to change. He was a Cloud Warrior, and he would do what his king asked of him, even if it meant serving as Theondar demanded.

      “As I said, I will continue to serve as I have always served.”

      Theondar raised his hand from the statue and smiled widely. “Althem will be pleased to hear that you will.”

      Lacertin turned away from Theondar and continued down the hall. He didn’t need to turn to know that Theondar watched him, or that a shaping built behind him. When he reached the room that had once been his, he hesitated only a moment before stepping inside and closing the door, shutting Theondar out.
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      The room of healing in the university had a distinctly bitter aroma to it. Lacertin took shallow breaths to keep it from filling his nose and twisted in the hard chair, staring at the shapers lantern, resisting the urge to shape it on and then off while he waited for Wallyn to finish.

      Lacertin couldn’t see exactly what he did, but he picked up the thread of the water shaping and noted the way that the master shaper sent waves of healing washing through Veran. It wasn’t so much the skill, though the design of the shaping was enough to tell him that Wallyn was a skilled water shaper, so much as it was the repetition, and the way that the shaping built. Using a shaping as he did took stamina with water, much more than Lacertin could manage.

      He sat, rubbing his hands together. He’d remained in his room long enough to wait for Theondar to leave, hating that he hid. He should have taken the opportunity to share with Theondar what he’d learned about the weakness of the barrier… but he had not, letting old rivalries place the kingdoms in even more danger.

      Worse, he knew Theondar served the kingdoms as well as he did. The man might do it differently, but there was no question that he served, risking himself the same as any other warrior did. Could he blame Theondar for gaining Althem’s favor? No more than others should blame him for gaining Ilton’s.

      The water shaping eased and Wallyn straightened his back. He was tall and broad-shouldered, not muscular like Veran, but solid, as if built for a wider man. He had hair that hung to his shoulders, but it had begun to thin. Like most of the healers within the university, he wore a long robe tied at the waist with a length of rope.

      He turned to Lacertin. “You were lucky to reach the university,” Wallyn said.

      Lacertin shook himself at the sudden comment. “I tried what I could.”

      Wallyn nodded. “You never were one to shape much with water, were you, Lacertin?”

      He stood, making his way toward Veran. The man’s skin was pale and the thick gash that he’d seen across his chest had faded, leaving a purple line. Sweat beaded on his brow, and his breathing was steady and regular. Most of all, he lived.

      “I thought the barrier held,” Wallyn said.

      “The barrier did,” Lacertin answered.

      Wallyn sniffed. “Then why is one of our warriors lying near death?”

      Lacertin sighed. Partly, it was his fault. The barrier had been his idea. The archivists may have helped implement it, and the other shapers maintained it, but the barrier itself had been his suggestion. Veran might have mistakenly shaped through the barrier, but the fact that Lacertin had wanted to see the barrier, to see where Pherah and Roln had died, made him feel responsible.

      “You know the reason,” Lacertin said. “The hounds slipped through the barrier.”

      “How will it ever be effective if we can’t even keep the hounds from crossing? First Pherah and Roln, and now Veran—”

      “You said Veran will live.”

      “He will, but had there been any other warrior with him, I doubt he would have made it back to the kingdoms. Were you not with him…”

      Lacertin sighed. Had he not been with him, Veran would have died. But had he not been with him, Veran would not have gone to the border in the first place.

      “Jayna tells me that Alice left around the same time as we did. Do you know where she went?” Lacertin asked.

      Wallyn waved a hand toward him. “I can barely keep track of my healers. What makes you think I would know where the warriors run off to? Even were I able to keep track of you, I’m not sure I want to.”

      Lacertin watched Veran. “Will you send for me when he wakes?”

      “Yes, yes. You can be notified. Now, you’ll need to let him rest. I don’t know why you thought you’d be able to speak to him. Surely Jayna knew that much.” Wallyn crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “And you should seek healing as well. I know that we neglected you when you returned, but only because you were in better shape than Veran. Now that he’s stable, I think that we can focus on your injuries.”

      “Mine are superficial,” he told Wallyn, who grunted and pushed Lacertin to sit on one of the nearby cots.

      “Superficial. The Great Mother knows you are a skilled warrior, Lacertin, but if you have only superficial wounds after falling from the sky like that, then I’ll be a fisherwife.” He rested a hand on Lacertin’s head and a quick shaping built, washing through the warrior.

      Lacertin had experienced healing many times before in his service to the king, but it didn’t get any easier. The sensation started in his forehead and washed down, leaving a cool trickling that trailed through him before settling in his chest. With a bite of cold, Lacertin gasped.

      The pain he’d felt with each breath, the pain that he’d been fighting, finally eased. He let out a long, shaky breath.

      “Superficial, you say. I say broken ribs.”

      “Ribs mend just fine,” Lacertin said, rubbing a hand over his chest. He peeled the bandages away, no longer needing them as he had.

      “They mend, and chances are good you would have, too. But it’s also possible that they puncture a lung and you bleed internally.” He cocked his head. “Have you ever seen a man bleed inside his chest? Terrible way to go. It starts slow, but as you continue to bleed, a person essentially drowns in their own blood.”

      Lacertin grunted. “Seems that a water shaper would appreciate a death like that.”

      Wallyn jerked his hand away from Lacertin. “You should watch what you say, Lacertin, or next time I won’t be here to heal you.”

      Lacertin stood. “I appreciate that you’re here, and I’m sorry I brought you more work.”

      Wallyn waved his hand dismissively. “Work is how we learn. You should know that. There are nearly a dozen budding water shapers, and each needs to learn how to hone their ability, don’t they?”

      Lacertin stopped at the door, looking back at Veran. “Keep him well.”

      “I didn’t know you cared so much for Veran.”

      “Now that Pherah and Roln are gone, there are only so many warriors remaining,” he said.

      Wallyn shook his head. “There will always be warriors, Lacertin.”

      “Will there? The last was Birend. Before that, it was Theondar. The spacing seems to increase, don’t you think?”

      “That’s not how the Great Mother works.”

      “We don’t know how she works, do we? Now that we’ve lost the connection to the elementals, we’ve lost that insight.” From everything that he had read, the connection to the elementals had been one way the ancients had access to the Great Mother. Without that, did they really know what she intended for them?

      “Now you’ve gotten philosophical? I thought the great Lacertin cared only for action. Isn’t that why you’ve spent so much time away from the city?”

      Lacertin started forward. “I have done only what has been asked of me,” he said.

      He wasn’t sure—and didn’t care—whether Wallyn heard him.
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      Wind whistled past him as he traveled on the shaping of air. Lightning streaked around him, dancing in the skies, and thunder chased him. The traveling shaping pulled him north, moving fast enough that the land streaked below him.

      It was Wallyn who had made him decide to leave, if only briefly. If all went well, he would return to the city and perhaps have answers. This time, he’d gone without his king’s permission, though all he wanted was to scout for information, perhaps find a way to truly protect the kingdoms.

      The air grew colder the farther he went. He passed beyond the border of the kingdoms and moved over open water. Only the blue of the sea stretched below him now.

      Nearly losing Veran to the hounds had set him worrying about the safety of the barrier. And Roln and Pherah had been lost, as well as too many shapers. Had he missed something when suggesting it to the archivists?

      For the safety of the kingdoms, he needed to ensure all was safe and secure before Theondar made a point of sending him somewhere else. That, more than anything, motivated him. When he no longer served as First Warrior, he had little doubt that Theondar would keep him from Ethea. Not that Lacertin minded, but he would have answers before that happened and do all that he could to protect the kingdoms.

      Slivers of ice pierced his skin the farther he went. Lacertin shifted the shaping, adding a touch of heat to the air around him so that the cold ice in the air would melt before striking his skin. A soft cloud formed around him, making it even more difficult for him to see. For where he traveled, visibility probably didn’t matter.

      Norilan was so far to the north that most warriors’ strength would fail before they reached it. And it was far enough to the north that the traveling shaping he used actually felt slow. Most of the time when he traveled like this, the time between places passed in a matter of moments. The only time that it hadn’t was when he’d carried Veran with him. To reach Norilan, moments stretched into minutes, which turned into even longer.

      Then he began to feel pressure building.

      It came slowly at first, barely more than an increased sense of wind resistance, then turned, something like the air thickening as he made his way north. Even that change, turning into true pressure pushing against him, slowing his shaping.

      The fog around him from the heat added to the shaping thickened, leaving him sitting in a cloud. He smiled at the thought. For the first time, he truly was a cloud warrior.

      The title came from so long ago that most forgot its origins. Lacertin liked to think that it was from sensers or shapers unable to travel like the warriors, who looked up at the sky to see the warriors moving, practically walking along the clouds.

      With a shaping of wind, he drew the fog away. Even doing that didn’t help clear his vision. Sweeps of white stretched in front of him, obscuring even the ocean far below.

      This was Norilan.

      He knew little of the island, only that it had been separated from the rest of the world for so long that most forgot it existed. Lacertin had learned of Norilan from the archives, reading about a land of ice that had hidden itself from the world.

      The barrier that prevented him from reaching Norilan was the same as he’d seen the first time he’d come. It was different than what the kingdoms had erected. Whereas this was a thick blanket of ice and fog, the barrier along the borders of the kingdoms was clear and shaped from each of the elements to keep shapers out. As far as Lacertin could tell, the intent of this barrier was simply to keep everyone out. It did not discriminate.

      How did Norilan manage to maintain this barrier? He hadn’t managed to determine that the last time that he’d been here, and he still didn’t understand what they had done. The water shaping used was complex, rivaling the shaping that he’d seen from Wallyn, but this wasn’t water used to heal.

      Maybe had another shaper, one stronger in water, come with him, he might be able to understand. There would be value in closing the borders entirely.

      Lacertin made his way to the east, pressing against the barrier and not able to get any farther toward land he knew had to be there, land he couldn’t see. What had prompted a shaping like this? What would make a nation want to fully isolate themselves? Were it not for the reference in the archives, Lacertin might not have known a place like Norilan even existed. Norilan might be safe with a shaping, but what did they lose?

      What would the kingdoms lose by place the barrier around the border?

      Lacertin had never considered that before. They might find safety, protection from Incendin attacks, but would there be other consequences that they hadn’t considered?

      Maybe that was a question for the archivists. Or for Theondar to manage once he became the First Warrior. Lacertin would continue to serve the kingdoms, likely sent to fight Incendin. Anything more than that… he would have to find a way to be happy with what was asked of him.

      The air pulsed suddenly, pressing him back.

      Lacertin resisted, pushing against it with a shaping of fire and earth, but holding himself here drained him. He couldn’t attack Norilan—and didn’t want to even if he could—not if he wanted to return.

      With one last glance at the barrier, he turned away and started back to the kingdoms.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When he returned, he noted that the stones of the shaper circle outside the university had chipped. Lacertin wasn’t sure whether his shaping had anything to do with it, or if it had been another shaper. As he leaned in to examine the stones, he heard a rustling of fabric behind him that told him he wasn’t alone.

      “You keep following me,” he said without looking up. Earth sensing had told him that Jayna stood behind him, if not why.

      “I wanted to check on you.”

      Lacertin stood and wiped his hands on his cloak. Moisture remained from his travel and he smoothed the fabric. He wore borrowed clothes that were finer than his own, but not his sword. In time, he’d have to find that as well. It felt wrong to be without it.

      “I think I’m fine,” he said.

      Jayna smiled. “Fine? Master Wallyn told me what was needed to heal you. It sounds as if I underestimated your injuries.” The frustration in her voice didn’t match the wide smile on her face.

      “Oh, he claims I would have died had I not accepted healing when I did. I think he was being overly dramatic.”

      Jayna touched him on the arm and a shaping built from her quickly. Her eyes widened slightly and she shook her head. “You were masking your injury from me.”

      “I don’t think I masked anything. Haven’t you learned that I’m not all that strong with water?”

      “You’re plenty strong; you just don’t have a delicate touch with it like you need in order to be an effective healer.”

      Lacertin laughed and stepped away from the shaper circle. The air had taken on an edge of energy that tugged on his fire sensing. He’d come to listen when he sensed things like that. Usually, it meant a different kind of shaping.

      “I never claimed an interest in healing,” he said.

      A rumble of thunder echoed suddenly. Lacertin glanced up to the darkening sky. Streaks of color swirled around clouds, giving shadows to the fading sun. Did a storm move in, or was there something else?

      He waited, reaching out with earth sensing again, but detected nothing. If it was a warrior shaping, he would have expected whoever made it to appear in the shaper circle. No one came.

      “What is it?” Jayna asked.

      Lacertin tried something different, using a shaping of fire to pull on the edge of the air that he’d detected. “Nothing.”

      “If it’s nothing, then why does your face look all contorted like that?”

      Lacertin focused on the shaping. Whatever he sensed was vague and just on the edge of his ability to detect, but it was there.

      He started forward, following it, holding his focus on what he sensed. The energy in the air increased as he left he university, as if the shaper created some sort of shield that obstructed his ability to sense the change in the air.

      Another dozen steps and he recognized the shaping. Now there was no doubt. That had been a warrior shaping, but not one that originated from the university. Instead, it came from deeper in the city.

      He continued forward. There was a reason warriors returned through the university. Mostly it had to do with tradition. There was a desire for other shapers to see the warriors, to feel bolstered by the strength that they demonstrated, and to continue to strive for the skills they displayed. But it was more than that. The stones that made up the shaper circle were designed to handle the huge amounts of energy involved. The lightning that warriors traveled on could damage surrounding buildings, especially if it went awry. Shapers had always simply agreed to travel out of the university, rather than anywhere else in the city.

      The sense of the shaping lingered on the air, growing stronger the farther he went. Lacertin couldn’t tell who created it—he wasn’t strong enough for something like that, and wasn’t sure if it was even possible in the first place—but he could get a sense of the direction. The farther he went, the more certain he was of where the shaping originated.

      “Lacertin?” Jayna asked.

      He stopped outside the low wall circling the palace. The shaping had come from within the shaped garden, but why? Who would risk such a shaping so close to the palace, and so close to the ancient shapings?
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      “You should wait here,” Lacertin said to Jayna.

      She glanced over at the palace and frowned. “Why are you returning? Didn’t you just come from here?”

      Lacertin stopped outside the wall and glanced up as a deep, mournful bell began tolling from high above the palace.

      His heart fluttered. There was only one reason the bell would ring: Ilton was gone.

      “Is that—”

      Lacertin swallowed back the lump in his throat. “Return to Wallyn. Help Veran.”

      “Lacertin, let me help you.”

      He glanced over at the palace. “This isn’t one where you can help.”

      He would worry about the shaping near the palace another time. For now, he needed to pay his respects to the king.

      With a shaping of wind, he jumped over the wall, leaving Jayna standing alone on the other side. He started toward the palace, wondering if he should be uncomfortable with the coincidence that Ilton died around the same time as he had sensed a warrior shaping near the palace, the kind of shaping that never happened anywhere but at the university.

      He passed a few servants and noticed that they didn’t bother to look at him. As he stopped inside the palace, there was a solemn air. Near the base of the stair, he saw Bren.

      Lacertin went to him. “Bren,” he started.

      The master of servants turned. Tears welled in his eyes. “The king was a great man, Lacertin,” he started.

      “When did he pass?” Lacertin asked.

      “You know the custom, Lacertin. The family grieves first, and then the city is notified.”

      He wondered if that had been where Ilianna had been when he’d come to the palace earlier. It would explain why the entire hall had seemed empty. Had Theondar known at that time? If he had, wouldn’t he have said something?

      Probably not. Lacertin could imagine Theondar holding back that knowledge. Maybe he would have said something had Lacertin been more forthcoming.

      “The room is locked, then?”

      Bren nodded.

      Could the shaping he’d detected been Theondar leaving the palace? He hadn’t been close to the king, not like he was close to Althem, but maybe Althem had sent him to spread word of the king’s passing. Other warriors and shapers would need to know.

      “Why have you come?” Bren asked.

      Lacertin shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, now, does it?”

      He started down the hall, glancing at the shapers stationed at the base of the stairs, the same shapers he’d seen earlier. They watched him with a readied shaping. Lacertin felt better than he had when he’d been here earlier, well enough that he could ignore the way they stared at him and not fear that they might shape him with his back turned.

      Without knowing why, he started up the stair at the end of the hall.

      He stopped on the second floor and listened. His earth sensing told him that someone was here. Though he didn’t know who, he sensed someone in the princess’s rooms. Lacertin hurried down the hall, only stopping when he reached her door.

      Something was different.

      Lacertin couldn’t tell what it was. There was a vague energy in the outer room, like someone had recently shaped, but he didn’t see anyone here. He knocked at the inner door, but there was no answer. He knocked again, and again there was no answer.

      A sharp buildup of energy pushed on him from a shaper nearby.

      Lacertin opened the door and met little resistance.

      Inside was empty.

      That wasn’t quite right. A dark outline along the wall to his right looked like a doorway had formed in the stone, but it began to fade the longer he was in the room. Whatever had happened to the wall had happened recently.

      If there had been a shaper here, was Ilianna harmed?

      He owed it to Ilton to find out. Whatever else happened, the king had trusted him and Lacertin still served the king, even though he had died.

      He stopped in front of the wall and pushed on the stone. The outline of the doorway had faded to nothing, disappearing completely. He knew something had been there. He’d seen it and, in the residual shaped energy, he felt it. Lacertin closed his eyes and listened to the stone, using earth sensing as he did.

      There was a faint trail of energy. With a shaping of earth, he tried pushing on it. He felt resistance, so he added fire to the shaping of earth, contrasting the elements. With a soft groan, the wall shifted, opening up before him.

      Lacertin staggered back. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it wasn’t a door opening.

      What was this?

      He ducked his head inside. If something had happened to Ilianna, if there was a shaper involved, he needed to find out.

      The wall swung closed behind him, plunging him into darkness. He held his hand on the wall and made his way forward, using a combination of earth and fire sensing to reach for shapers lanterns, but he sensed nothing. His hand brushed a corner and he stopped, forced to turn.

      Where was he?

      Somehow, he’d found a way inside the walls of the palace, but where exactly? And where did this lead?

      Without light, he might not be able to find his way out. He could always shape earth and force his way through the wall, but that seemed drastic. Besides, there was another concern he had to worry about: he wasn’t alone in this passageway.

      Lacertin listened with earth sensing but came up with nothing. Whoever had come before him was already gone.

      Not everything was gone. There was a subtle tug on his senses, a gentle wind that blew through here. Lacertin pulled on the wind, using a shaping to latch onto it, and followed it forward. He turned again, but this time, the wind guided him, easing him forward. He kept one hand on the wall as he went, trailing along it so that he knew when the direction changed.

      When he noted the soft wind shifting, he stopped.

      Another gap opened in the wall here. It was narrow, barely more than a hair’s width, but enough that he could feel the way the wind tried pushing through.

      As he stood there, the gap began to fade to nothing, leaving the walls smooth.

      This had been shaped as well. Lacertin pulled on earth shaping and traced along the wall, searching for an opening like had been on the other wall. For a moment, he wasn’t sure that he would find anything.

      It was subtle, the barest of evidence that anything had been through here. Had he not been so attuned to the possibility that there had been a shaping here, he wasn’t sure he would have noted it. As it was, he almost missed it.

      Lacertin used a shaping of earth, adding fire as he had when entering the passageway. The shaping formed around the wall, running in a zigzagging pattern up the wall and then back down, forming something like a doorway.

      Readying a shaping, as he didn’t know what he’d find, he pushed through.

      Lacertin blinked.

      The other side of the wall opened into Ilton’s room. The smell should have alerted him first. The thick stench of the medicines mixed with the undertones of rot from his illness. A single shapers lantern gave soft light to the room.

      He shouldn’t be here.

      Custom demanded that royalty be given time alone to ensure the soul would rejoin with the Great Mother. Disturbing the dead risked this.

      Yet Lacertin was not alone in the room.

      Ilianna was here, standing next to the bed in a long, elegant dress of a shimmery blue. A matching blue gemstone pendant hung on her neck. She spun to look at him and her mouth pinched in a hint of surprise.

      “Lacertin?” she whispered.

      Of all the people who hadn’t recognized him when he returned, he shouldn’t have been surprised that Ilianna would. She took her hand off her father’s chest and clasped her hands together.

      “We shouldn’t be here,” he said softly.

      “You shouldn’t be here. I’m his daughter.”

      “You’re still not allowed,” Lacertin said. There were many things that he’d done in his life that violated, or risked violating, one custom or another, but this ranked the highest of anything he’d ever done. “We can’t disturb him or he won’t have the chance to—”

      Ilianna turned back to her father. “Do you really believe those superstitions, or are you repeating what you think you’re expected to say?”

      Lacertin’s breath caught. Something had changed with her.

      He took a hesitant step toward the bed and stopped next to her. “I’m sorry that he’s gone.”

      She opened her mouth before closing it again. Then she shook her head. “It was too soon,” she said in a whisper. Her voice choked as she did and she wiped a hand across her cheek, pushing away the tear that had formed.

      “He’s been sick for a while,” Lacertin said.

      “Not sick. Poisoned.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” he asked.

      “You’ve shaped him. You know about the illness coursing through his veins. Tell me that wasn’t a poisoning.”

      “The healers don’t think he’s poisoned, Ilianna. If they had, don’t you think they would have said something?”

      She sighed. “Are you so certain they didn’t?”

      Lacertin thought about Wallyn and the skill he’d seen from him with shaping. Had there been a poisoning, Wallyn would have known. “The healers of Ethea are the best in the world,” he said.

      She closed her eyes and nodded. “They are the best,” she said with a sigh. “You served him well. He always loved you.”

      “I did what he asked of me,” Lacertin agreed.

      “And what was that? You’ve been gone from the city for months, Lacertin. Whatever errand he sent you on must have been important.”

      Lacertin frowned, thinking that he’d found the box in her room. “You don’t know? I thought your father included you in everything.”

      “Not in this,” she said.

      “Then why did you take the plates he asked me to retrieve?”

      Ilianna turned away from her father slowly and met Lacertin’s eyes. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I saw them, Ilianna.”

      “You saw nothing, Lacertin.”

      He grunted. “Would you like me to return with you to your room so that I can show you what I saw? Now that Ilton is gone, you don’t have to worry about what he’ll say—”

      “He’s not gone,” she said softly.

      Lacertin frowned. “Not gone? The bells toll. Of course he’s gone.”

      She turned back to her father and touched his chest. A shaping built and he turned quickly, searching for who might be doing it before realizing that it was Ilianna who had shaped.
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      “You… you’re a shaper?” Lacertin stared at Ilianna, noting her striking jawline and her wide, hazel eyes. All these years that he’d known her, and during all that time, he hadn’t known. How long had she known?

      “I can shape,” she admitted. “Not that it does any good.”

      “What? How?” Lacertin had a hard time finding the words. “Does Theondar know?”

      Before asking, he hadn’t realized that was the question he really cared about. He had expected to ask about Ilton, whether the king knew that she could shape.

      “Only my father knows,” she said.

      Lacertin realized that she had shaped water at nearly the same time that he realized that Ilton still breathed. Lying on the wide bed, nothing but the thin, white sheet covering him, his breaths came slow and ragged. His cheeks were pale, almost waxy in appearance. He might not have died, but he didn’t have much time remaining.

      “Why announce that he died?” Lacertin asked.

      Ilianna pushed a strand of blond hair behind her ears. “He believes as I did.”

      Lacertin touched his king, felt the warmth still flowing through his veins, before meeting Ilianna’s eyes. There was defiance within them mixed with something else. Was it a plea for help? Relief?

      “Ilton believed that he was poisoned?”

      “Yes.”

      “But why hide it?”

      “Because he doesn’t know who poisoned him.”

      “Why hide it from me?” Lacertin asked.

      Ilianna didn’t answer.

      Lacertin made his way toward the king. “Why would you hide your ability to shape?”

      She lifted her hand. Tears streamed down her cheeks. The pained expression told him everything that he needed to know. She didn’t hide the ability to shape to protect herself, or to protect her father, though that might be a part of it now.

      “Althem?” Lacertin asked. “You hid this for your brother?”

      “You know the law. The throne passes to the next shaper first. Althem would never rule if any knew that I could shape.”

      “And Ilton agreed with this?” He found it hard to believe that Ilton would want Ilianna to suppress her ability, especially knowing as he did how Ilton wanted nothing more than to have another shaper sit upon the kingdoms’ throne. With Ilianna, he could have that.

      “My father saw how Althem wanted to rule.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      Lacertin glanced back at the door to Ilton’s chambers. “What if Althem could shape?”

      When the prince had gone to the university, there had been a question about whether he had the ability, but so far, none had witnessed any sign that he could. Lacertin himself had attempted to teach him but found no sign that he could develop the ability. He couldn’t even find evidence that Althem had any capacity to sense. That didn’t mean that he couldn’t learn. There had been countless shapers who developed their abilities later in life.

      “Then it wouldn’t have mattered. Besides,” she said, running her fingers across the sheet covering her father, “I never wanted to rule. Not like Althem. Trust me, Lacertin, it really is better this way.”

      He wasn’t sure that it was. Now that he knew, could he really keep it a secret?

      “Why show me now?” he asked.

      Ilianna laughed bitterly. “Did I have a choice? You followed me. Eventually, you would realize that there were no other shapers here. And then?” She shook her head.

      “That’s not the reason,” he said.

      She closed her eyes, holding onto her father’s hand. “I need your help.”

      Lacertin shaped water, borrowing from the shaping that he’d seen Wallyn using on Veran. He let it wash over Ilton, starting from his head and working his way down to his feet. All the way through the shaping, he noted the way the illness burned in his veins.

      Like before, there wasn’t anything that he could do to heal him. He added fire, mixing it into the shaping of water, but it burned too hotly through Ilton. Lacertin shifted the shaping, drawing the fire out, pulling it from where it burned within him until the fevers that worked through him eased.

      Ilton breathed easier with the shaping.

      Why hadn’t he thought to try that before?

      “What did you do?” Ilianna asked.

      “I only pulled fire out of him,” he said.

      “Fire? Why would you need fire to heal him?”

      “It burns in him,” Lacertin answered. He couldn’t explain it any better than that.

      The shaping that he’d used hadn’t healed him—Lacertin still wasn’t sure that there was anything that he could do that would heal him—but he rested more comfortably.

      Ilianna added her shaping to what Lacertin had done. As she did, he noted her skill with water, but that it wasn’t only water she used. Earth and wind mixed with water. Ilianna was a warrior.

      He grabbed her wrist and pulled her to face him. “You’ve not only hidden that you’re a shaper.”

      Ilianna let his hand remain on her wrist for a moment before pulling away. “As I said, it doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. If you’re a warrior, the kingdoms need you more than before. You could help fight Incendin—”

      “I did not want her fighting Incendin.”

      Ilton spoke in a harsh whisper, his voice clipped and breathy. He looked up at Ilianna with pride in his eyes.

      “My king,” Lacertin said, bowing his head.

      “You have always served me well, Lacertin. You’ve done everything asked of you, even to the end.” Ilton was clearer than the last time Lacertin had come. Had the shaping helped that much? Had drawing away the fever that boiled his blood made such a difference that even his mind was clear? If this shaping worked, could he repeat it, keep Ilton ruling?

      Wallyn and the other water shapers might be more skilled with healing than him, but Lacertin had skill with fire that came from living with it, growing up in the harsh lands of Nara. If drawing fire away was the secret to healing him, Lacertin could help. He had to help.

      “I’ve failed,” he said. “I didn’t know that you were poisoned.”

      Ilton coughed and Ilianna reached toward his mouth, covering it with her hand as she stared toward the door. There would be guards standing outside the door to ensure no one disturbed Ilton. Shapers, possibly even warriors.

      The coughing eased and Ilianna removed her hand. Lacertin noted blood on it that she wiped on her dress.

      “None knew that I was poisoned,” Ilton managed to say. “None of the healers has been able to help, and the archivists haven’t discovered a traditional way to heal me.”

      “We could pull away fire as I did—”

      “How long do you think that will work?” Ilton smiled sadly. “You have always been faithful, Lacertin, and more loyal than I deserve.”

      Lacertin wished there was more that he could do. Would it have mattered if he had attempted to use fire with Ilton when he first learned of his illness? Even then, Ilton wanted only his healers and the archivists to help. Lacertin hadn’t been given the chance, but why would he have? He was no healer, and though he had spent much time in the archives, he was not one of the archivists, either.

      “Do you know who did it?” Lacertin asked.

      Ilton coughed again and Ilianna reached over him to cover him. “Had I known, there might have been something I could have done. No, whoever did this will win this battle, but Incendin must not learn that they succeeded. They must not see a weakness within the kingdoms.”

      “You think it Incendin?” Lacertin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Ilton said. He moved his thin arms and crossed them over his chest. Dark blue veins were prominent beneath his skin, spreading out like spider webs. Heat radiated from him, growing warmer by the moment. The shaping already began to fail. “Incendin is the only one with the motivation.”

      “How would they have reached you?” Lacertin asked.

      Ilton started to cough and again, Ilianna covered it. “That’s what you must learn, Lacertin. I’m sorry to ask this of you now, but you must keep my family safe.”

      Lacertin stared at Ilton, words failing him at first. “You could have told me sooner.”

      “In my own way, I already did,” Ilton said. “You’ve done more for me than you will ever know.”

      Lacertin swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. “Does Althem know?”

      Ilianna looked to her father with the question, and Lacertin realized that Ilton had only shared with his daughter.

      “Does Theondar know?” he asked her.

      “He can’t know. No one can know, Lacertin.”

      “I’m sorry that I kept it from you until now,” Ilton whispered.

      “The plates?” he asked.

      Ilton let out a rattling breath. The color that had returned to his cheeks already began fading again, leaving them ruddy and waxy. How much longer would he remain lucid?

      “It was Anna’s idea,” he said, squeezing her hand. “Something she found in one of the sacred texts.”

      “What sacred texts?” Lacertin asked.

      Ilianna met her father’s eyes and he nodded. “It’s Lacertin. Other than you, there is no one who I trust more,” he said.

      Ilianna touched her father’s cheek. A trail of tears ran down her cheek and she nodded. “Rest, Father,” she said. “I will show him.”

      Lacertin noted that the king had already fallen back asleep.
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      Ilianna led him through the darkened passageway, this time taking the time to create a small shaping of fire to lead him. She stopped at a section of wall and a controlled shaping built. Lacertin realized that she wasn’t a strong shaper, but she had more control than many of the shapers that he’d met, even more control than many of the warrior shapers.

      A line appeared along the wall, forming quickly from the ground and making a door in the wall as she shaped. With a quick push, the door swung open.

      Ilianna stepped out into her room and glanced around. Another earth shaping built, this one washing over the room itself. Lacertin had used a similar shaping before—possibly the same one, he realized—to determine if anyone had been there before her.

      “We’re alone,” he said. He’d done the same thing, but prior to stepping back into the room.

      She glanced at the door, bunching her dress in her hands as she hurried to the shelf along the wall. There, she stopped and knelt, motioning to Lacertin to follow.

      Ilianna pulled a single book from the shelf and tipped it open. Lacertin couldn’t read the writing. “What is it?” he asked.

      “This,” she said, running her finger along the page, “is in Ishthin.”

      Few still read the ancient language. The archivists could read it, but they studied years before they managed to master it. Shapers were taught some snippets, enough to make out certain words, but not enough to read an entire book written in it.

      “I recognize the language” Lacertin said. “I can’t read it.”

      “Only because you haven’t tried. There is much about the language that’s shared with ours. This,” she said, pointing to a section, “speaks of fire and the shaping the ancients did using fire.”

      “Is this from the archives?”

      “These have never been a part of the archives,” Ilianna said. “They remain in the palace, held by the ruling family.”

      “Do the archivists know that you have them?” He could imagine the reaction Ilton’s archivists would have if they learned there were texts they would feel should be returned to the archives. Most of the archivists he’d met felt that only the archivists could manage and secure the ancient works.

      “Only his closest advisor,” Ilianna said. She leaned over the book, running her finger down the page, slowly flipping through to another. “Traditionally, my family has never been able to even read these works. We might possess them, but they do us no good without a means of interpreting them. Nissa claims there is nothing within these works that isn’t found in the archives.”

      From her tone, Lacertin suspected that Ilianna felt differently than her father’s chief archivist. “You disagree?”

      “It has taken me years to learn to fully understand what’s written here. Althem always felt I was wasting my time, but Father understood. He pushed me to learn Ishthin so that I could understand, so that I wouldn’t have to rely on another to translate. Lacertin,” she said, pointing to the book, “why do you think my father sent you searching the last few months?”

      He shook his head, thinking of what he’d gone through to obtain the parts to the box, how he’d suffered. “I often don’t know why your father asks the favors of me. Why send me to Doma for two months a year ago to observe their borders? Why attempt to send me to Chenir?” They had been less than welcoming of a warrior visiting, keeping him restricted to a few places within their capital. “Why send me to Norilan? I think your father has reasons for everything that he asks, but I’m not always privy to them.”

      When Ilianna smiled at him, it reminded him of the times when he’d known her before she met Theondar. She had a warmth to her then, whereas now she was more guarded. “You’re privy to more than most.”

      “Then why did he send me from the city? What are those plates?” Lacertin pointed toward the desk on the other side of the room.

      Ilianna stiffened but didn’t look over. She turned a few more pages in the book until she found a single diagram. He had seen the diagram before, just like he’d seen what it depicted. A line of text beneath it was written in a tight hand. There was a rune within that Lacertin recognized, and that he’d stared at for the last few months. Fire.

      “That’s the first piece I found,” he whispered.

      Ilianna nodded. She turned a few more pages until she came to the next diagram. Like before, there was a line of text beneath, with another rune that he recognized. Wind. Lacertin had seen this diagram as well.

      She continued to flip pages in the book, and Lacertin knew what he would find. There would be a panel for earth and another for water.

      “This is where you learned about the plates,” he said.

      Ilianna nodded. “This text describes the separation and how the pieces must be brought together.” She closed the book, letting it rest on her lap.

      “There is a fifth side,” Lacertin said. That was the one he hadn’t managed to find, and the one rune he hadn’t known before beginning his search. He assumed it was for spirit, but then, there hadn’t been a spirit shaper in a very long time.

      Ilianna set the book to the side and reached onto the shelf to grab another. This was a smaller tome than the last. It had a faded brown leather cover stamped with the rune he now knew was for spirit. She traced her fingers around it and smiled to herself.

      “That was the key,” she said. “Anytime we’ve searched for information about this, there was always something missing. This talks about how to find the piece for spirit.”

      “You’ve already found it, then.”

      Ilianna looked up at him. “It was never missing.”

      She held the cover of the book open carefully and slipped her hand inside a flap in the back, pulling out a rectangular piece of gold. The rune for spirit was etched into the surface. It was a match for the others.

      “You had it the entire time,” Lacertin said softly. How long had he searched for that piece? Weeks? Nearly a month? Without any way to search for it, he’d been forced to come back to Ethea with an incomplete assignment. He had never disappointed Ilton before, and hated that he had come back without all the parts to what he’d been asked to bring. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “He didn’t know,” Ilianna said. “When he sent you, he didn’t know where it was. You don’t understand, Lacertin. I’ve been searching through these books for years, trying to understand. Had it not been for dropping the book,” her face flushed briefly and he realized that she had done so unintentionally, “I might never have learned there was something else in here. Look.”

      She handed him the book. The first thing that he noted was how heavy it was compared to what he expected. The front cover was weighted, and now that she’d slipped the gold out of the back of the cover, there wasn’t a matching weight. He opened to the back, where the missing piece of the box had hidden, and ran his finger along the leather. It had been cut open.

      “Now what?” he asked. When she frowned, Lacertin went on. “I imagine that you’ve brought all the plates together. What do they do?”

      After months spent searching for the individual parts, he wanted to know that the time had been useful; otherwise, he might as well have remained in Ethea. He had nearly died obtaining the water and wind pieces, and the other two had been nearly as difficult.

      Ilianna stood and went to her desk. Lacertin glanced at the texts before standing and following her. “I thought it was something like a puzzle,” she said, lifting the plate for earth and touching it to the one that was hidden in the book. Nothing happened. Then she tried water, and the same. Wind and fire were no different. “But that doesn’t seem to be the case. Since you’ve returned, I’ve spent nearly every moment trying to understand what these plates do but haven’t found the secret.”

      Lacertin took one of the gold plates off the desk. Wind, he noted from the rune. The way the runes were carved into the surface reminded him so much of the strange bowl that he long ago had found. “I’ve seen something like these before,” he said softly. Her eyes widened slightly. “Shortly after I became your father’s…” He swallowed, unable to finish.

      “First?”

      He nodded. What would he become when Ilton failed? Who was he meant to be then? Not the First Warrior. He would remain a warrior, but Althem and Theondar would not use him in the same ways. The mission to the border had already proven that. “We were beyond the border in Incendin,” he went on. “This was long before I ever suggested the barrier, when the borders were different. I came across a decorated obsidian bowl.”

      “Obsidian?” she asked. When he nodded, Ilianna looked at him with a bright intensity. “The ancient shapers of Rens worked with obsidian. If you have something like this, it might have the same power as the plates. Maybe we could—”

      “It is nothing but an old trinket from Incendin,” he said. “The carvings were decoration, nothing more. Not like these.” There was no question that the plates had a purpose, if only he could understand what that was. “Do you know what they do?” he asked.

      She shook her head, clutching the book to her chest.

      “You sent me searching for these without knowing what they were for?”

      “The texts say—”

      Lacertin looked over to the books resting on the ground. “The texts are in Ishthin, Ilianna. I don’t know everything about the language, but the translation is not always accurate. What if these are nothing more than ancient artwork, no different than the bowl?” The trouble he had finding them made that less likely, but seeing that Ilianna didn’t even know what they were for made him wonder if that might not be the case.

      “Have you shaped into them?” she asked.

      “Have I what?”

      She met his eyes. Deep within her eyes, he saw the thread of hope she felt. “Have you shaped into the plates?”

      “No. That wasn’t the task I was assigned.”

      She laughed softly and started to reach toward him before lowering her hand. “Your task. Didn’t my father ask you to find something that could save him? Possibly save the kingdoms?”

      “And you think these plates could do that?”

      “If what’s written is accurate, and if my translation is accurate,” she admitted, “then this is something incredibly powerful.”

      Lacertin sighed as he set the piece back down on the desk. “If it’s so powerful, why would it be hidden like that? Why disguise it by separating the parts?”

      “I believe that whatever these are meant for is incredibly powerful,” she said. “The ancients intended for it to be difficult to find so that power could not be so easily used.”

      “If that’s the case, Ilianna, then what makes you think we should use that power? Our shapers aren’t like them. We can’t use the elements the same way they once did.”

      She turned to him, clutching one of the plates to her chest. “I can.”

      Lacertin frowned. “I don’t understand. Are you saying…”

      He looked to the plate she held, noting spirit marked on the plate.

      She nodded. “I can shape like the ancients, Lacertin. I can reach spirit.”

      For a moment, Lacertin didn’t know what to say. For her to claim to shape spirit seemed impossible, but then, he would have felt it was also impossible that she could shape at all. She’d hidden that fact from everyone, including those closest to her. How else would she have managed to hide it so easily, if not for the ability to shape spirit?

      “How?” he asked.

      Ilianna held the plate out from her and turned it in her hands. “Not well, at least, not yet. I think with more time and practice, I’ll manage to control it better.”

      “But how are you able to shape spirit? There hasn’t been a shaper with that ability in…” Lacertin tried to remember what he could of the history of the shapers, but couldn’t come up with when the last spirit shaper had existed, “centuries. How did you manifest it?”

      “It’s not like the others,” she said. “I can borrow from each of the other elements and bind them together.”

      “Bind them?” He’d never considered attempting anything like that before. He used each of the elements in his shaping, and the warrior shaping that allowed for travel required him to use each, but he didn’t know what she meant about binding.

      Even that didn’t make complete sense. There had been spirit shapers unable to shape other elements. Those shapers were gone, faded by time. What Ilianna described didn’t fit with what he knew.

      “Pull the shaping together. Twist it,” she said, using her hands to demonstrate by joining her fingers together. “Then you have to pull it onto yourself.”

      “Ilianna, that kind of shaping is dangerous. What you’re talking about involves shaping yourself.”

      “Not myself, and not dangerous. At least, it’s no more dangerous than any other shaping I’ve attempted. It’s merely more complicated.” She led him away from the desk, setting the fifth plate on top of it, and went back to the stacked books. She pulled another from the shelf, this a slim volume bound in a strange, scaled leather. “This describes the process,” she said. “The ancient shapers used something much like this. It allowed them to reach spirit as well.”

      Could that really be all there was to it? Had the ancient shapers simply known something about shaping that they did not?

      Most felt that they had different abilities, that the gift of shaping spirit had been lost over time. From what Lacertin had learned, even the archivists felt the same way. What Ilianna described went against that belief.

      “Can you show me?” he asked. How much more could he do if he were able to shape spirit? How much more could all of the warriors do if they could shape spirit?

      Ilianna nodded. “When I described this to Father, he thought that you should know.”

      “Not Theondar?”

      She hesitated. “Theondar is a wonderful man,” she began, “but there is darkness within him. It… It frightens me.”

      He had always considered Theondar to be a skilled warrior. Some of the feats he had accomplished spoke to that. But he’d thought that the fact he and Theondar didn’t get along was the reason there was a distance between them.

      “Does spirit shaping tell you that?” he asked.

      “I don’t need spirit to know,” she answered.

      She pushed her hair behind her ear and met his eyes. How much would have been different had he not needed to leave the city when Ilton attempted to establish the arrangement? Would he have been with Ilianna now? He knew the question didn’t matter. Not anymore. Too much time had passed between them, and Lacertin had changed. He wasn’t the same person he had been when he first went to Ilton.

      She might think there was darkness in Theondar, but there was darkness in him, too. There were things that he had done in the name of Ilton that Lacertin couldn’t tell anyone, things he hadn’t even dared to share with Ilton.

      But if she shaped spirit, she might already know.

      “What happens now?” he asked.

      Ilianna shook her head. “I need to understand how to use the plates. Whatever power they can access might be enough to stop Incendin. But these… these are only copies. The originals will have notes that we can use, more than what we have. The only original volume is this,” she said, showing him the one that had held the plate.

      “Is that the reason he sent me for them?”

      She sighed. “He sent you for them because I asked it of him. I want to save him, Lacertin. I will do anything to save him.”

      He took her hands, feeling uncertain as he did. Her eyes were so much as he remembered, but the strength behind them was new. He had thought that her time with Theondar had changed her, but that wasn’t it at all. It was learning that she could shape, that she didn’t have to depend on warriors, that she was a warrior, that would have changed her. And she had done all of it without formal training.

      More than ever, she amazed him.

      “I…” he started, but didn’t know how to finish.

      “I know,” she whispered.

      They stood for a moment, holding hands, Lacertin uncertain what to do next, when a knock came at her door.

      She glanced over at him, pulling her hands free. “You shouldn’t be here,” she said.

      “I will go,” he said, starting toward the door.

      “No,” she whispered. “Not that way. Through the wall.”

      She guided him toward the spot she’d shaped the opening in the wall and pulled on a quick shaping, forming the hidden doorway once more. She pushed the door open and sent Lacertin through as another knock came at her door, this one more intent than before.

      “Ilianna?”

      Lacertin’s heart thumped heavily. It was Theondar.

      “Go,” she said, pulling the door behind her. She glanced over her shoulder at the door. “I need your help understanding how to use the plates,” she said. “I’ve not found anything in these texts. Help me find the originals.”

      “Where can I look?”

      “The archives. They won’t let me access the restricted section, not without Father, but you’re a warrior. They’ll let you pass.”

      “You’re a warrior too,” Lacertin said.

      “They can’t know that,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “They just can’t. Will you help?”

      She started pushing the door closed before he had a chance to answer, not that she needed him to say it. For Ilton, he would do anything. “I’ll help,” he said.

      Then the door sealed closed, shutting him in the darkness.
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      Lacertin knew that he should get moving, that remaining hidden behind the wall would only end with being discovered and possibly risk the revelation of Ilianna’s secret, but he felt almost compelled to remain. The walls were thick, probably too thick for him to be able to listen through, but he remained anyway.

      He pressed his head against the wall, straining to hear. As when he’d tracked Ilianna to Ilton’s room, the thin crack remained, though it slowly faded. A fluttering whistle of wind worked through the crack, and he used this, straining with a sensing of wind. He didn’t dare shape. Theondar would know if he did.

      “When you didn’t answer, I was worried.” This came from Theondar, his deep voice edged with more emotion than Lacertin had ever heard from him. There was compassion in it as well, none of the usual bluster that Theondar seemed to possess around everyone else. Could it be that Theondar was actually good to Ilianna?

      “After everything that I’ve been through, I needed to rest,” she said.

      “I wish there was something we could do for your father.”

      Ilianna answered something too soft for Lacertin to hear. Could she know that he remained in the walls? If she managed to shape spirit, he supposed that it was possible that she knew.

      “Althem intends to strengthen the barrier. Now that we’ve lost Mal and Issan, there is even more urgency.”

      The sudden change seemed jarring, unless it came from something that Ilianna had said. Lacertin hadn’t realized that Althem appreciated the barrier. He thought the prince only tolerated it because his father had wanted the barrier in place, but what if there was more?

      And Mal and Issan were both warriors. Could they be gone too? Lacertin hadn’t seen them since his return to Ethea. Since Althem effectively ruled in the city, they likely served at Theondar’s direction. With Roln and Pherah gone, and now Mal and Issan, Incendin had destroyed more of their warriors in a shorter time than they had in years.

      Not only warriors. If Ilton was right, they had gotten to him as well.

      “The barrier serves as Lacertin intended,” Ilianna said.

      “Lacertin?” Theondar asked. “He had the idea for the barrier, but it was the archivists and the other warriors who designed the shaping.”

      If they continued to lose shapers—and warriors—maybe they would have to change the barrier, make it something more like what he saw around Norilan. The kingdoms would be isolated, but they would be safe.

      There was silence. For a moment, Lacertin thought that the wall had sealed closed once again, preventing him from listening, but he still noted the way the soft breath of air came through the crack. He clung to what he sensed of the wind, curiosity and concern for Ilianna driving him.

      But, he realized, she didn’t need him for protection, not as she once did. If she really could shape spirit, and Lacertin had no reason to doubt that she could, then she might be more capable than him. She might not have the same strength, but there was more to shaping than brute strength. It was the reason shapers like Wallyn were so successful. Sometimes, it was about what you knew, and the creativity with which you could use it, that granted real strength.

      “Why do you dislike him so much?” Ilianna asked. “All he has ever done is serve at my father’s request, much as you now serve at my brother’s behest.”

      Lacertin couldn’t help but feel that last comment was meant as some sort of dig at Theondar. Their voices faded and he knew that the time he’d be able to hear them was growing short. The opening in the wall continued to narrow, and soon it would be nothing more than solid stone once more. He could shape it, but that would only reveal his presence.

      Before he turned away, he heard Theondar’s voice more faintly. “For you, I will try,” he said. “You know I’ll do anything—”

      The wind disappeared, and all sound was shut off from him.

      He leaned against the wall and sighed as he tried to process everything that he knew. Ilianna was a shaper, and she kept that from her brother, as well as the man courting her. Not Ilton, though. She hadn’t disguised from him her ability to shape, and it had been her request that had sent Lacertin away from the city. In a way, she had chosen him as her warrior, using him to reach the plates when she couldn’t safely reveal her abilities. Would she always hide the fact that she could shape, or would there come a time when she did so openly?

      Without Althem being able to shape, she couldn’t unless she wanted to rule. And she had told him that she didn’t want to rule.

      She had asked his help again, and he would do what he could, especially if it meant the possibility of helping Ilton.

      Doing so meant that he needed to reach the archives, which were closed to even most shapers. Could he convince Nissa, Ilton’s trusted archivist advisor, to allow him access? If he couldn’t, was he willing to sneak into the archives? That was nearly as bad as violating the sanctity of the king’s final rest, but then, he hadn’t really done that. The king still lived.

      First, he had to get free of the passageway.

      Lacertin moved through the walls, retracing his steps toward Ilton’s chambers and stopping. With a shaping of fire, he created enough light for him to see what was around him. The passageway continued onward, but there had been another opening farther down the wall. Could he access Althem’s rooms the same way that he accessed Ilianna’s and Ilton’s? If he could, he might be able to get free.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The passageway twisted and turned more than he would have expected. Lacertin grew lost as he went. He never would have expected the space between the walls to be so vast. Was it only Ilianna who knew, or were there others able to move discretely through the palace like this?

      Eventually, he reached a set of stairs. Lacertin considered staying on this level, but so far, he felt as if he moved in circles. He was no longer even certain that he could find his way back to Ilianna’s room, so taking these stairs at least gave him a way forward. There had to be another exit from the passages. If only he could find it.

      Not for the first time, Lacertin considered shaping earth and forcing his way out, but doing that would open him to questions that he didn’t want to answer.

      Lacertin took the stairs that led down through the palace, hoping he wouldn’t encounter any servants. Halls like this seemed perfectly designed for servants, but they would need to be able to shape to reach any of the quarters on that level.

      What other purpose would there have been to have these halls?

      Unless they had been designed to enable the rulers to move unobstructed, and without fearing that others might learn of comings and goings. That would have value.

      Ilton must have known, though. For Ilianna to know, surely the king had known. Who else?

      After descending an impossibly long time, the stairs ended. Lacertin had to be well beneath the palace now, but where would it lead? Walls practically pressed against him, giving him only enough room to walk. Were he a wider man, or much taller, he wouldn’t have managed quite so comfortably.

      After dozens of steps, he paused. He was deep enough that any shaping wouldn’t be detected here, and if it were, he might have another way to explain why he was there. He pulled on shapings of earth and wind, searching for an exit. The wind drew him the most, and he followed it, moving with increasing speed.

      Then the hall ended in a solid wall.

      Lacertin touched the wall and felt the cool, damp surface. How had he detected airflow through here if the hall simply ended?

      He didn’t have the answer.

      Lacertin turned back, trailing his fingers along the wall. Fine cracks were present there, barely more than the settling of the foundation of the palace. The wall itself was so smooth, he wondered if it had been shaped.

      He stopped. If it had been shaped, maybe the cracks were intentional. Pulling on the wind, he used the shaping to reach for the sense of air moving through the passage. Then he smiled. It did move through the cracks, but there were dozens of them, and each so small as to be barely noticeable.

      Shaping earth, he pressed into the nearest crack and then added fire, as he had before. Nothing happened. Lacertin released the shaping, and tried a different approach. Earth had to be a part of it, but that didn’t mean fire did as well. Fire had worked before, but maybe because it had been keyed that way. The ancient shapers had ways of leaving shapings that could be triggered, but only by the correct shaping.

      Lacertin cupped a shaped flame over his head and stared down the hall at the end of the passage, considering the damp stone, before turning back to face the wall in front of him.

      This time, he tried earth and water.

      A dark line appeared in the stone about halfway down the hall. He hurried to it and watched as it slowly worked up and around in an ever-expanding line. It was narrower than what he’d seen at Ilianna’s wall, and different than the zigzagging shaping that he’d encountered with Ilton’s wall, but much the same as well.

      He pushed, and the door opened.

      Lacertin held onto a shaping, not certain where he would be led or what might be on the other side.

      There was no need. The door opened onto a stair leading up. Lacertin took it and was met with another wall. He mixed earth and water, adding wind and fire when nothing happened. The shaping was different than any other he’d attempted, mostly because he added the elements in equal parts. The shaping made him think of what Ilianna had said about how she reached spirit.

      The entire section of wall slid open. Lacertin stepped through, emerging in a wide, arched corridor. A steady drip of water echoed from somewhere in the distance, and a gentle gust of cool air touched his cheek. There was a deep sense of earth all around him, as if the entire city pressed down upon him.

      Where was he? How extensive were these tunnels that he’d never known anything about before? Had Ilianna and Ilton known how far the passages extended?

      He considered which way to go and decided to move to the left, toward the sound of dripping water. All he wanted now was to find a way out, but part of him wanted to explore, to understand what else the palace might be connected to.

      After walking a dozen or so steps, he passed a massive door with a single rune stamped on the surface. Since he’d been sent to retrieve the plates, he recognized the rune. He might have recognized it regardless, but holding the gold plate, with this series of patterns stamped into its surface, had given him time to become acquainted with many runes he didn’t understand. This was one of fire, but not the rune for fire that he’d ever been taught.

      Lacertin placed his hand on it and shaped.

      The door shook but didn’t open.

      He tried again, pressing into the rune with a stronger shaping of fire, but again, it shook—this time almost violently—and then stopped.

      He wasn’t meant to get out that way. But why was the door here? It was too large to be for someone his size, and as far as he knew, there had never been men that much taller. What purpose would something like that have?

      Lacertin moved on, continuing down the hall while holding a shaped flame above his hand. It flickered in the wind blowing through here.

      A small pool of brackish water pooled over the path. Lacertin veered around it and continued. Maybe this wasn’t the right direction, especially if water flowed through here. For all that he knew, he might run into a situation where he couldn’t go any farther. And then what would he do? He wasn’t convinced that he would know how to find his way back to the doorway leading back to the hidden passage behind the walls of the palace.

      In his haste, he almost stumbled into an opening leading down. At the bottom of a narrow stair, he found an actual door. Like the large, arching door he’d seen in the hall, this had a rune upon it.

      Lacertin didn’t recognize the rune. It resembled earth, but also resembled each of the other runes. He decided to try shaping each of the elements into it. The shaping pulled away from him, sinking into the rune, but nothing happened. The door didn’t even shake, not as the one along the other hall had. He tried another shaping, this time pulling each of the elements together and twisting them, forging them together.

      It was a shaping he’d never tried. With a flash of white light, the door opened and Lacertin stepped inside, holding the shaped flame before him.

      The door closed, almost as if on its own. Lacertin ignored it. He recognized where he was, but didn’t understand how he had gotten here. This was the lowest level of the palace, deep beneath the main levels, and a level below even the dungeons.

      From here he hurried, quickly reaching a familiar part of the palace. He would hurry to the archives. For Ilianna and Ilton, he would hurry.
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      The street outside the archives was busy during the early morning. With the sun only beginning to creep over the rooftops staggered throughout the city and a haze hanging in the air, Lacertin made his way toward the archives. The normally cool breeze gusting through Ethea had shifted, leaving a warm, southerly wind. Usually such changes meant storms were coming, but the sky was otherwise clear.

      He leaned on a shop across from the archives, ducking his head low and running his hand through his beard. At least he’d taken the time to trim it so he didn’t look quite so wild. Were he to remain in the city, he figured he’d need to shave completely. There were appearances to keep up as a warrior.

      With his cloak wrapped around him, he still wished he knew what had happened to his sword. Wallyn claimed the archivists had taken it when he’d returned, but if that were the case, it would have been returned to the university stores or the palace. For what he had in mind, he would need his sword.

      First, he had to do what he’d promised Ilianna. She’d asked for help understanding the plates, but he doubted that he would find anything in the archives on his own. The archives were massive, rows and rows of ancient texts, each shelf older than the one before, storing centuries of knowledge. And that was only on the main level.

      There were deeper levels to the archives, but few ever were allowed to reach them. Even as a warrior, Lacertin wasn’t sure that he’d be allowed access.

      That was why he’d come today.

      Early morning, there were few archivists. Those who served at this time of day were usually junior, with less experience. That wasn’t the only reason the early morning mattered for what he needed.

      One of the double doors to the archives opened, and a wide, black-robed figure stepped out. He squinted at the sun and looked up and down the street for a moment before crossing and making his way toward Lacertin.

      Jax had a wide face, and his nose wrinkled, as if the smells along the street were intolerable after being inside the archives for as long as he had. He wore his hair short, the only nod to a childhood spent in Nara, where Lacertin had known him first.

      “Do you really think this is a good idea?” Jax asked. He glanced again up the street and hugged his arms around his growing abdomen. When he’d been a boy, Jax had been as lean as Lacertin, and nearly as skilled a climber. Living in Ethea had changed him in ways that were different than what Lacertin had faced.

      “Just two old friends meeting to talk,” Lacertin said.

      “Meeting on the street? I’d rather a tavern and a mug of ale if that’s all you wanted, Ach.”

      At the mention of his childhood nickname, Lacertin smiled. Even when he saw Jax these days, his friend never used his nickname. No one else in Ethea knew it. Ach was from old Rens, and a derivative of his full name, but the meaning was what mattered. Sun burnt. In some ways, it was more fitting than ever.

      “I don’t have time for taverns,” Lacertin said.

      “You never have time. You’re always too busy serving, never taking time to live.”

      “If I didn’t, the kingdoms would have suffered a dozen times over.” He glanced up the street and nodded. “If it’s a tavern you want…”

      Jax smiled. “Good. At least I can take advantage of the peace you’ve provided.”

      Lacertin made as if to poke him in the belly as they walked. “I won’t argue that you’ve taken advantage of it.” Seeing Jax glance over his shoulder again, Lacertin guided him up the street to a small tavern with a fading sign with a pair of dice over it.

      Inside was dark. Only a few people were in the tavern at this time of day. It was too early for the regulars and late enough that those coming for breakfast had already departed. A few lanterns hung on the wall, creating a hazy smoke. A musician polishing his lute near the back of the tavern glanced up as they entered before turning back to his work.

      Lacertin took a table near the front of the tavern and waved away the waitress who approached. Jax crossed his arms over his chest as he took a seat, considering him with pursed lips. “What do you need from me, Ach? When you sent the message, I thought it some kind of mistake. In all the years we’ve been here—”

      “I’ve visited countless times,” Lacertin said. Jax had been the reason he had been allowed into the archives before he’d ever fully learned to control his shaping. Students were allowed access, but not the kind of access that Jax had offered. To this day, Lacertin wondered if the other archivists had learned about his presence.

      Lacertin leaned toward the window and glanced down the street, staring out at the stout building that housed the archives. From here—and even from the street—it didn’t seem like much. The stone was darker than the surrounding buildings, and solid. Few knew that the earth elemental golud had been coaxed into the stone by the ancient shapers building the archives, creating a more stable structure than stone alone would have managed. From here, the building didn’t seem all that impressive, but it wasn’t until inside the archives, descending into the lower levels, that the impressive nature of what had been built was apparent.

      “Why the summons, then? You’re a warrior, probably the best the kingdoms has. You’re welcome in the archives. Why all this… subterfuge?”

      Lacertin suppressed a laugh at the comment, realizing as he did that there was very little funny about what he was doing. Jax had hit directly on his concern without knowing. As far as the rest of the city was concerned, Ilton was dead. What he did now was subterfuge, and done at the behest of the princess.

      “Because I need something, but it has to be discrete. I don’t want anyone else knowing that I’m searching for it.”

      Jax rested his arms on table. At a nearby booth, an older man picked at a plate of runny eggs that Jax focused on. “We’re always discrete.”

      “This is not a usual request.”

      Jax pulled his attention away from the food and waited for Lacertin to continue.

      How to explain what he needed? He didn’t want to risk Ilianna, but he needed to reference some of what was in the books she had. This was the part with which he wasn’t entirely certain how to proceed.

      “Where do you keep the oldest books in the archives?”

      “Many are old, Ach. That’s the entire purpose of the archives.”

      “Yes, I know that many are old, but I’m asking about the very old volumes.” What Ilianna had would have been nearly a thousand years old. Would Jax even be allowed to access volumes that dated back so far?

      Jax leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “How old are you talking, Lacertin?”

      “It’s Lacertin now?”

      “When you make a request to the archives, I think it’s best that it come from the warrior, not the friend, don’t you?”

      Lacertin sighed. He had hoped his friend would have helped. Would it be necessary to be the warrior to find what he needed? “I need to know where the oldest volumes in the archives are stored.”

      Jax leaned toward him. “I can’t answer what you want to know.”

      “Why is that?”

      Jax lowered his voice and glanced around. It was almost as if he was afraid that he would be discovered here with Lacertin. Going to the tavern had been Jax’s idea. “There are restricted sections of the archives, and then there are restricted sections of the archives. The warriors are allowed in the most of the archives, but I’m not even allowed entry into the others, and I’ve been an archivist for nearly a decade.”

      “Where are they?”

      Jax leaned back and laughed, waving his hand at one of the servers weaving through the tavern. When she stopped at the table, Jax pointed to the booth and smiled. The woman glanced at Lacertin, but he shook his head. He should eat, but he didn’t have much of an appetite. Maybe when this was all done, when he’d helped Ilianna find what she searched for, he would be able to eat, but for now, he wanted nothing more than to finish this last assignment for Ilton. There would not be another.

      “Jax?”

      “The archives are layered,” he said, setting his hand overtop the other. “The main archives where students and shapers are allowed access. Beneath that are the restricted sections.” He wiggled the fingers of the hand underneath the other. “And then there are still others.” He slipped the top hand beneath the table and poked only his fingers out. “What you’re asking for is where you would find those texts.”

      “Why are they so hidden?”

      “Hidden?” Jax asked, leaning forward again. “Protected. Those works are as old as the archives, as old as the university. Many are written by the founders of the city. They need to be protected.”

      Lacertin smiled. “You seem to know quite a bit about them for someone who has never seen them.”

      “Copies. Copies of copies,” Jax said. “Some have never been copied.”

      It was much the same as what Ilianna had. She didn’t have the original texts, but what she had were ancient. The runes stamped on the cover spoke to that. That was why she needed to see the originals. “Do they ever leave things out of the copies?”

      Jax frowned. “Who can say? The originals are often left untouched, using the copies to pass on the information, to keep the original safe. Even touching some of those pages is enough to damage them. Many aren’t safe to copy any longer.”

      “So you can’t help.” He said it with more frustration than he intended, and Jax only shook his head.

      “Lacertin, there are thousands of texts in the restricted area of the archives. You could spend days—weeks—searching and not find what you sought.”

      Lacertin let out a frustrated sigh. Even if he managed to gain access, he wouldn’t find what he needed in enough time to help Ilton. He would fail his king again, twice now as he lay dying.

      “Why the sudden interest in this, Ach? You’ve never been the scholarly type before.”

      “Then you haven’t paid attention.”

      “I know that you’ve visited the archives and that you’ve spent time understanding the history of the kingdoms, but what you’re asking about harkens to the philosophy of shaping. Some the oldest theories about shaping are stored in those works.”

      “It’s not all theories.”

      Jax shrugged. “Do you really think there’s anything practical hidden in those books? Anything that they knew has changed in the time since it was written. Our shapers don’t shape the way the ancients did. We don’t speak to the elementals in the same way.”

      “What if we could?” Lacertin asked.

      He’d been thinking about what would be so powerful that parts would have to be stored separately, and what the runes stamped onto the surface might mean. At the time that the plates were made, the shapers would have been able to speak to the elementals. It only made sense that what they allowed access to included the strength of the elementals. If that were the case, then the shaping created by those plates would be much more powerful than anything that was possible today.

      “The world has changed, Ach. Shapers have changed, grown weaker over time. You’re a powerful shaper in our world, but do you think it would have been the same had you lived a thousand years ago? Those shapers used all the elements, but it was more than that. They could use the elementals in their shapings.”

      “I know what the ancient shapers were capable of doing,” Lacertin said. “I’ve seen examples of their shapings.”

      “Examples like the university, and the shapers lanterns,” Jax said. When Lacertin nodded, Jax smiled. “Think about what might be described in those books. What if those shapers describe a shaping that would be too dangerous for you to attempt? What then? Maybe the restricted section is meant to protect you.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      “From yourself,” Jax said.

      “The only thing I need to protect is my king.”

      Jax’s mouth turned into a sorrowful frown. “And he’s gone now.”

      Lacertin considered his answer. Coming to Jax might have been a mistake. Jax had been embedded with the archivists too long now. The friendship they’d shared had changed. They had changed. No longer was Jax the young boy who looked up to Lacertin, who had followed him to Ethea in spite of the fact that he had no potential to shape, and who had somehow managed to talk his way into an apprenticeship with the archivists, one that was so rarely given. Now he was an archivist in full.

      “He’s gone,” Lacertin agreed, “but the task he assigned to me is not.”

      He stood, smiling at his friend, as Jax’s food was delivered. “Enjoy your breakfast, Jax.”

      Jax pulled the plate in toward him and poked at the runny egg with his fork. “What will you do now?”

      Such a simple question, but one without a simple answer. Lacertin still didn’t know what he would do. Ilianna needed his help, but if what Jax said was true, they wouldn’t be able to reach the area of the archives where the original version of the text was stored. Without it, would they ever be able to find the solution to the plates?

      He patted Jax on the shoulder and left the tavern, leaving his oldest friend to eat alone.
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      Lacertin sat in the room for healing at the university, watching Veran as he started to wake. He hadn’t bothered asking for Wallyn’s permission to wake him, not expecting that the water shaper would grant it anyway.

      “Is it true?” Veran asked after a fit of coughing that reminded Lacertin so much of what he’d seen from Ilton. “Is he gone?”

      Lacertin tipped his head slightly. “He’s gone.”

      “And Althem rules?”

      “The transition hasn’t taken place yet, if that’s what you’re asking. The time of mourning isn’t complete.”

      Another five days remained. Five days before either Ilton would pass on for real or the deception would be known. He hadn’t managed to get to Ilianna again and still didn’t understand why they would have kept the truth from Althem. Unless there was a ploy to try and understand who might have poisoned Ilton, but even that seemed unlikely.

      “I suppose I have you to thank,” Veran said.

      “It was my fault that we were there.”

      “Your fault, but my shaping.” A pained expression crossed his face as Veran rolled on the bed. “You tried to stop me, but I wouldn’t listen. Did you know what would happen?”

      “I didn’t know,” Lacertin said, “but any shaping ran the risk of disturbing the shaping used to create the barrier.” He leaned toward Veran and resisted the urge to wrinkle his nose at the stench coming from him. He might have been healed, but the foul stink made it seem as if he hadn’t completely recovered. “I need to know if that’s how Pherah and Roln were attacked.” And he still needed to know what happened to Mal and Issan, but that risked admitting that he’d overheard Theondar.

      Veran coughed and grabbed for his chest. “Thought the healers would have made it so it didn’t hurt so much. Every time I cough, it feels like a fish hook pulls on my lungs.” He breathed quietly for a few moments. “I don’t know what Pherah did when she reached the barrier. I wasn’t with her.”

      “I thought you helped following the attack.”

      “Helped, but I arrived too late. They were already gone by the time I reached the barrier, Lacertin. I know you want to know why she had to die, but there isn’t a reason. This is war.”

      Lacertin clutched his hands together. It was war, but it was to be nearing the end. The barrier had been intended to finally put an end to it. Had the barrier not been in place, he didn’t think Ilton would ever have asked him to search for the plates.

      Except, it hadn’t really been Ilton who’d asked. The request had come from Ilianna.

      “Can you tell me who was there?” he asked. He didn’t know why it troubled him as much as it did, but he had to understand. Pherah and Roln were gone, and Veran had very nearly died in the same place.

      Veran pushed up onto his elbows and looked around the room. “Help me up?”

      As gently as he could, Lacertin picked him up, slipping his hands underneath him and hoisting him to a seated position. Veran leaned forward and tried to examine the bandages, but Wallyn had him too well covered for him to see. Lacertin pulled Veran’s hands away from the bandages.

      “Trust me when I tell you that you don’t want to do that,” he said.

      Veran sighed. “I never asked about what happened to you. I think we all take for granted your ability, Lacertin.”

      “I am fine.”

      “But you weren’t, were you?” Veran asked.

      Lacertin hesitated before answering. How much did Veran need to know? There wasn’t any reason to keep from him what had happened, and Veran had gone with him to show him where Pherah had crossed.

      “The shaping was difficult,” he started.

      Veran started laughing but stopped and clutched at his chest. “Difficult? You shaped two people from Nara to Ethea. That’s more than a difficult shaping. It’s nearly impossible.” He slipped a finger beneath the dressings around his chest and tried to peek below them before shaking his head. “When I first woke, I thought I was still in Nara,” he said. “I thought I was lucky and knew that you had been with me, so figured that you’d stopped the hounds and done what you could to heal me.”

      “I did what I could,” Lacertin said.

      “That’s what Wallyn told me. It wasn’t until I began to realize that I was back in Ethea that I understood that you somehow managed to get me back here.” Veran smiled. “You know there are stories spreading about what you did.”

      “Stories?”

      Veran shrugged. “Lacertin now is a strong enough shaper that he can carry not only himself, but another. And this after fighting off a pack of hounds.”

      “It was only a few hounds,” Lacertin said.

      “Not in my telling.”

      Lacertin laughed. After what he’d seen with Ilianna, and knowing that Ilton was dying, it felt good to laugh. “I’ve tried finding Alice, but—”

      The humor left Veran’s face. “You won’t find her,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Theondar asked her to find something for Althem.”

      Lacertin frowned. When he’d last seen her, she’d said nothing about searching for something for Althem. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Lacertin,” Veran began, “Althem is our king. He might not have been then, but he was nearly the king, and certainly served while Ilton lay dying. Now that Ilton has died, Althem leads. Theondar giving her an assignment is no different than…”

      He didn’t need to finish. It had been no different than when Lacertin had made requests to warriors. As First Warrior, he spoke with the king’s voice and led the warriors. Lacertin had already been replaced.

      “Do you know what she was sent to find?”

      Veran shook his head, and winced. “Not until she returns.”

      The door opened and Wallyn entered with Jayna trailing him. She gave him a questioning look, one that told him that he had made a mistake in not finding her after returning from the palace. Considering all that she’d done to help him, he probably had made a mistake in not finding her.

      “He should not be up, and he most certainly should not be sitting,” Wallyn snapped. He pressed on Veran’s shoulders, trying to lean him back.

      “I’m fine, Wallyn,” Veran said.

      The water shaper sniffed. “Lacertin said the same, but then, he had broken ribs that could have punctured his lung. Your injuries were not nearly so serious. What harm could there be with an attack from hounds and their poisons?”

      “Poisons?” Lacertin asked. He had thought the wound itself had been serious enough.

      “You didn’t know?” Wallyn asked.

      Lacertin shook his head. “I’ve never been caught by the hounds. Either we kill them or they kill us.”

      “Well, their bites are venomous like a snake,” Wallyn said.

      “But he didn’t get bit,” Lacertin said.

      Veran nodded. “No bites. He did, however, have these massive paws.” He held his hands apart as if to demonstrate, and then swiped the air. Behind Wallyn, Jayna suppressed a grin.

      “Yes, well, the paws are not thought to be quite as poisonous,” Wallyn said.

      “Still poisoned, though?” Veran asked.

      “Why else do you think healing has been so difficult? You have received the best care in the kingdoms, and you were lucky to have Lacertin able to bring you back to the city. It’s possible that had he not managed to return you here, you would not have survived.”

      Lacertin didn’t think it was merely possible. Had he not attempted the shaping, it was likely that Veran would have died. They’d lost enough shapers to Incendin, and he hadn’t been willing to lose another warrior as well.

      Veran leaned back on the cot, resting on his elbows. “Here I thought I knew what I owed Lacertin, and you go and tell me I have to find a way to thank him for more.” He winked at his fellow warrior.

      Wallyn grunted, moved alongside the bed, and placed his hands on Veran’s chest, slipping them beneath the dressings. A shaping built quickly and began washing over Veran. It reminded Lacertin of the shaping that Wallyn had used on him, but there was less of the steady rhythm to it and more of a focus.

      “Hmm,” Wallyn said.

      “What is it, Master Wallyn?” Jayna asked.

      Wallyn moved one of his hands and touched Veran on the forehead. “Do you feel flushed?”

      Veran shook his head. “Only from sitting up for so long. I’m fine, Wallyn, really I am.”

      Wallyn worked another shaping, this one with a steadier sort of control, and let it wash over Veran. He motioned to Jayna, who joined him in the shaping. Between the two of them, the water shaping was more complex than anything that Lacertin could hope to create.

      He could only wait. With shaping, it wasn’t often that he felt completely unable to help, but this shaping was as much beyond him as a warrior shaping had been beyond him when he first learned to shape fire.

      When they stopped, Wallyn took an unsteady step back.

      Veran watched them, glancing from Jayna to Wallyn. “Is that it, then? I’ve been healed?”

      Wallyn shook his head. “Not healed.”

      “With a shaping like that?” Veran asked.

      Wallyn turned toward the door. “You should rest. We’ll attempt another shaping when I recover.”

      Lacertin noted how Wallyn used the walls for support as he made his way out of the room.

      Jayna pulled her gaze away from Veran and started toward the door. Lacertin caught her by the arm. “What is Wallyn not telling him?” he whispered.

      She glanced over to Veran but didn’t make an attempt to pull her arm back. “The… poisoning that runs through him makes his blood hot.” She shook her head. “I’ve not seen anything like it before, and I don’t know that Master Wallyn has, either. We’ll figure something out.”

      He let her arm go and Jayna followed Wallyn out of the room, pulling the door closed behind her. Lacertin sat for a moment. What Jayna described sounded too much like what he’d seen with Ilton, and if that was the case, using water alone for healing wouldn’t be enough.

      Lacertin stood and Veran leaned forward to look at him. “Are you leaving, too?”

      He set his hand on Veran and used a combination of water and fire shaping. Veran tried moving and looked up at Lacertin with confusion in his eyes, but Lacertin pressed forward.

      Water helped him understand what Wallyn had described. Fire simmered in Veran’s veins, burning with less intensity than it had in Ilton, but it was the same. Lacertin almost lost control of the shaping when he realized that. Not only had Ilton been poisoned, it was done with hound poison.

      If there had been any doubt that the poisoning came from Incendin, that answered it.

      Ilton might not survive, but there still might be something he could do for Veran.

      Drawing on fire, he pulled the burning sense from within Veran’s blood. It came slowly, easing away. Lacertin used more force, drawing on every bit of fire shaping control that he could summon. The slow simmering within Veran faded, drawn by Lacertin’s shaping. Using water, he healed what remained. He didn’t need much skill for that shaping. All he needed was to be able to soothe where Veran’s blood had been damaged.

      The door to the room opened suddenly and Jayna charged in. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “I’m helping him.”

      It was almost complete. The fire had left his blood, but there was a scar that remained. Lacertin needed only to soothe that…

      Jayna pulled his hands back. Lacertin didn’t fight her. He’d already drawn off the fire shaping, leaving only the need for water shaping to help Veran.

      During his shaping, Veran had gone limp. Color had faded from his cheeks, so different than what he’d seen when he’d healed Ilton before. His breathing was erratic, much like it had been when they first returned.

      What had he done?

      A complex water shaping built from Jayna, washing over Veran. She had control and strength, and within moments, the color had returned to Veran’s face. His breathing began to ease and he sucked in a deep breath before opening his eyes.

      Jayna held her hands in place a little longer, letting the shaping continue before releasing him, content that she’d done all that was needed to heal him.

      “What was that?” Veran asked.

      Jayna looked to Lacertin, hurt and anger flashing in her eyes. “Yes, what was that? By your own admission, you’re not a skilled water shaper.”

      “That wasn’t a water shaping,” he said softly.

      A simple fire sensing told him that the damage to Veran had been repaired. Unlike Ilton, Veran would survive the poisoning.

      “There was water mixed into what you did,” Jayna said.

      “Sense him,” Lacertin said.

      “What?”

      He pointed. “Sense him. See what I did.”

      Water built again, slower and with less urgency. When she released it, she turned to him. “What did you do?” There was less accusation in her tone this time.

      “When you mentioned how the poisoning affected him, I realized that I’d seen something like it before.”

      “You’ve seen another poisoned by the hounds?” she asked.

      Veran watched him, a frown furrowing his brow.

      Lacertin swallowed and worked his tongue inside his suddenly dry mouth. “I’ve seen it before,” he said again. “This wasn’t as far along as what I’d seen. To heal hound poisoning, fire is needed.”

      “Fire doesn’t heal, Lacertin.”

      “Tell me that he’s still poisoned,” Lacertin said. “That was fire that healed, not water. I had to draw away the fever in his blood.”

      Jayna ran her hands over Veran, checking his mouth, his eyes, his heart, before nodding to herself, as if content that Lacertin spoke the truth.

      Veran looked past Jayna and nodded slowly. He mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

      Lacertin didn’t say anything more and Jayna didn’t seem interested in talking to him, so he turned and left.
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      “Can you at least send word to the princess that I’ve stopped?” Lacertin asked Bren.

      They stood in a narrow alcove off the main hall of the palace. Bren’s eyes darted everywhere, almost as if refusing to meet Lacertin’s eyes. He held a thick notebook underneath his arm.

      “Lacertin—”

      “I’m not asking you to do anything else. Send word to her is all.”

      “That’s all.” He arched a brow. “I know the history between you, Lacertin. Do you really think it pays to anger the new king so soon after King Ilton’s passing?”

      “It’s not Althem I fear angering,” Lacertin said. That wasn’t quite true, though. He didn’t fear Althem, but he also didn’t want to anger him. If Lacertin was still to serve the kingdoms, he needed the king to know that he was willing to do what was needed.

      “Ah, yes. Theondar might not be pleased either,” Bren said.

      “Just send word to her, will you?”

      He glanced past Lacertin and nodded. “I make no promises that she’ll respond.”

      Lacertin stepped away from Bren and hurried down the wide stair. He passed the statues with barely a glance and stopped at the rooms he’d once claimed as his. Farther down the hall were Theondar’s rooms. Earth sensing gave him no sign that Theondar was even here. Lacertin was grateful. He didn’t want to see him today and didn’t want to risk Ilianna needing to explain why Lacertin had summoned her.

      Inside the rooms, Lacertin looked around at the sparse decorations. A dusty ceramic basin rested in one corner. A trunk pushed against the wall still showed his handprint from the last time he'd reached into it. The bed was carefully made and stacked with pillows, but it had been a long time since he’d slept in it.

      The strange obsidian bowl rested on the chest where he’d left it. Lacertin lifted the bowl and ran his finger across the rim, forming a trail in the dust. Runes or letters were etched into the obsidian, and he pressed his finger into them. Knowing what Ilianna had said, the similarities to the plates were there.

      “You never made this your home, did you?”

      Lacertin turned to see Ilianna standing in the door, watching him with sad eyes.

      “This was never my home,” he said.

      “Where is your home, then?”

      Lacertin didn’t have the heart to tell her that he had no home. Since leaving Nara, he’d never felt comfortable anywhere. As a fire shaper first, he hadn’t been fully accepted at the university at first, leaving him somewhat of an outcast. Then, when he’d proven to be a warrior, his abilities had exceeded almost all of the masters who taught him, setting him apart yet again.

      When Ilton came to him, searching for the services of a warrior he could trust, Lacertin had willingly taken the opportunity. He might have been granted a room in the palace, but his assignments had sent him throughout the kingdoms, and occasionally beyond. It had been hard to establish a place that was truly home when he was never in one place for very long.

      “Home is the kingdoms,” he said.

      “Do you really feel that way?”

      Lacertin didn’t know. Other than Nara—and that wasn’t home anymore, either—no place else felt the same to him. “Does it matter?”

      Ilianna stepped toward him and took the bowl from his hands. She studied it a moment and then ran a finger much like he had, sliding along the edge of the bowl.

      “Incendin has some of the finest obsidian craftsman in the world,” he said.

      “It’s not Incendin,” she said without looking up. “Do you see how this pattern shifts, the way these come together?” She pointed into the bowl at two shapes that were familiar but not that he recognized. “They are Ishthin, much like the plates. I can understand the way these work,” she started, her voice trailing off.

      “The runes are similar,” he agreed reluctantly.

      “Similar, almost as if they shared the same intent. What if this can help Father, Lacertin? What if the key to healing him had been here all along?”

      Lacertin didn’t know how that was possible. The bowl was nothing more than an item discovered long ago, before he even knew about ancient items of power. The hut that he’d found it in, one that the archivist with him had suggested he search, had been empty for years. Other than this bowl, there had been nothing of interest there. He’d tucked it away, always meaning to ask one of the archivists, but never had taken the time. Ilton always had another task, another journey.

      Now there would be no more.

      “We should ask the archivists,” Lacertin said. “I can’t get into the restricted section of the archives without them. Even if I can, there are too many texts to search.” And not enough time to find the answer, he didn’t say.

      “It focuses shaping, I think,” she said, ignoring his comment. “See the way the runes form? They draw the power here.”

      “We should ask—”

      She shook her head as she studied the bowl now held between them. The bowl wasn’t large, barely larger than his palm, so when they held it between them, she stood close enough that he could smell her perfume and feel the warmth coming from her body. “We don’t have time to ask.”

      “Ilianna,” he started.

      She leaned even closer. “If this can focus shaping, what if it can help Father? We don’t know the secret to the plates, so there must be something that we can try.”

      “I don’t think anything will help your father now. The poisoning,” he said, not yet wanting to reveal that it had to have been Incendin, “is beyond our healing. Let him find comfort. He would want that.”

      “You know what my father would want?” she asked.

      Lacertin sighed. “In all the years that I’ve served him, the only thing I’ve known that he wanted was peace. Everything he’s asked of me has brought us closer to stopping the war.”

      “We need him alive, Lacertin,” she said. “If this bowl can focus shapings, do you not owe it to him to attempt to use it? If you won’t try it, then I will…”

      She created a shaping that pressed through the bowl that Lacertin couldn’t fully follow. Whatever she’d done built quickly, pouring into the bowl with more strength than Lacertin had expected of her, and then surged into the blackness.

      Something happened as it did. The shaping seemed to roll along the lip of the bowl and then rebounded, bouncing back and striking her.

      Ilianna’s eyes went wide and she dropped her hands away from the bowl, staggering a step back. “Oh,” she said.

      “Ilianna?” he asked.

      Lacertin shoved the bowl into his pocket and stepped toward her as she began to swoon. Her feet got tangled and she dropped toward the ground. He swept his hands beneath her, managing to keep her from hitting the ground. She stared blankly at him.

      “Ilianna?” he said again.

      She didn’t answer.

      Lacertin used a shaping of water and let it sweep through her, searching for any injuries, but he couldn’t find anything. Her heart beat strongly within her chest, her breathing was regular, and the blood pumped through her veins as it should, but there was the distinct sense of something wrong within her. He wasn’t skilled enough to find out what had happened.

      She needed help, but not from him. And it mattered who he asked for help, because she hadn’t wanted anyone to know that she could shape.

      Lacertin stood frozen for a moment, unable to decide what he should do. Did he risk disrupting the line of succession and reveal that she’d shaped herself so that he could get her the help that she needed, or did he protect that and risk her not getting well?

      Forcing himself to get moving, he carefully placed her on his bed and hurried from his room. He made a point of shaping the door closed, sealing it so that only he could open it again, and ran through the palace and toward the university.

      Ilianna needed help, and he might be able to both protect her secret and get her the help that she needed, but would Jayna help him?
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      He found her working with Veran, the steady shaping washing over him as if searching for whatever Lacertin might have done to him. When he entered the healing room, she gave him a dark frown and continued with her shaping. He waited for a moment, but when she continued shaping, he took her wrist and pulled her hand away.

      “He’s healed,” Lacertin said more abruptly than he intended. He needed Jayna’s help. If he trusted Wallyn more, he might go to him, but Wallyn would feel compelled to ask questions that Lacertin wasn’t ready to answer. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to answer them.

      “Just because you say so doesn’t mean that he truly is healed.”

      “Do you sense any of the poisoning remaining in his blood?” Lacertin asked. He used a shaping of fire and water and sent it sweeping through the sleeping warrior. He found nothing remaining that indicated that Veran was sick. His body was tired, but that needed sleep and time, not shaping.

      Jayna jerked her arm away and stepped to the side, putting distance between them. “Why have you come here, Lacertin? I thought…”

      She didn’t finish, but Lacertin didn’t need her to finish. There had been a connection between them from the very beginning. He wasn’t so dense that he hadn’t felt it as well, but it was a connection that he didn’t dare let himself fully experience. Not with a student, and not when he didn’t know what would happen to him once Ilton passed.

      “I know what you thought,” he said as gently as he could. “I once would have thought the same,” he said. Saying it aloud was harder than he had expected and she deserved the truth, but he was Lacertin. Serving Ilton did not give him time for romance, or even friendship.

      “Why not?”

      He pulled in a quick breath. “Jayna, I just… I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      She nodded. “That’s not why you came back.”

      “I need your help.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Why my help?”

      “Because you’re a better healer than me.”

      He grabbed her arm and this time, she didn’t resist and went with him. They hurried out of the university, taking the back halls to reach the outside. He didn’t want to chance running into Wallyn or one of the other water shapers and have to answer questions about why he was taking Jayna with him. As they reached the street, he thought he saw Wallyn coming from the other direction, but he hurried forward and slipped into the shadows.

      “Where are we going?” Jayna asked.

      Lacertin felt like they’d had this conversation before. The last time, he’d sent her back to the university, but this time, he needed her to come with him into the palace. Without her help, Lacertin would be forced to reveal what had really happened to Ilianna and would have to explain her sudden ability to shape.

      He nodded toward the palace lit up against the night. “There.”

      Jayna pulled on his hand. “Why? What’s there that you need my help?”

      “Please,” he started, “I need you to trust me.”

      She considered him a moment, but went along with him. As they neared the palace, with Lacertin using a shaping of wind to carry them over the wall and through the garden, she spoke again. “Who do you need me to heal?” Her eyes took in the steady light of the shapers lanterns glowing in the windows. “That’s why you wanted me to come, isn’t it? It’s not me, but what I can do?”

      He pushed open the door to the palace and hurried along the halls, not bothering to give the two shapers standing guard a second glance. He recognized only one of them, a young wind shaper named Alan he’d met about a year ago. He’d been friendly, but not overly so, and only nodded as Lacertin passed.

      Her eyes lingered on the stairs leading to Ilton’s chambers. “You’ve been here before,” Lacertin said.

      “Master Wallyn has had me along when he’s attempted healing the king,” she said. “Nothing he did ever worked.”

      “No, it would only delay it,” Lacertin agreed, “because Wallyn can’t shape fire.”

      They stopped at Lacertin’s door, and he shaped it open. Earth sensing told him that Ilianna was still inside, but not more than that. She lived, but he wondered how much longer that would be the case. He prayed that he was overreacting, that she had only stunned herself with the shaping, but he didn’t think that to be true.

      “You’re saying the king was poisoned the same way as Master Veran?” Jayna asked.

      “Not the same,” Lacertin said.

      She smiled. “You want me to believe the king was fighting Incendin hounds?”

      “Ilton never fought the hounds, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t poisoned by them.”

      He pushed the door open, and Jayna caught his arm and kept him from pulling her into the room with him.

      “What you’re saying, it’s…”

      “It’s not impossible. Why else couldn’t the best healers in the kingdoms help him? Don’t you think that Wallyn would have been able to heal anything else?”

      “Lacertin, it’s not like that. Not every injury can be healed!”

      He knew that to be true. He’d seen it too often over years spent fighting Incendin. Had there been a way to heal every wound, they wouldn’t have lost so many shapers, men and women who had sacrificed everything to keep the kingdoms safe.

      “This one could have been,” he said. Had he only been stronger, or had he only known, but then he would have changed many things that had happened over the years. How different would his life had been had he made different choices? Had he not accepted Ilton’s call, and ultimately become his First Warrior? Had he not been sent from Ethea when Ilianna had been willing to listen to his courtship? Had he managed to keep his brother from making the crossing?

      “You don’t know that,” she said. “The king has been sick for a long time.”

      “Poisoned,” Lacertin said. “Not sick.”

      But what she said was true. Ilton had been sick for a long time, and in spite of multiple attempts to heal him. Could the person responsible still be within the palace, or had Ilton been poisoned only once?

      There was no question that Incendin was to blame, but who had been the one to administer the poison?

      He pulled Jayna into the room and pushed his door closed. When she saw the princess lying on his bed, her eyes widened and then a hurt expression crept into them.

      She ran over to Ilianna and placed her hands on either side of her head. Her shaping built quickly. “What happened to her?”

      Lacertin stood next to her and felt Jayna tense. “A shaping,” he said.

      Jayna’s eyes closed as she shaped. “Heart is strong. She breathes regularly. No fever. Nothing broken.” She opened her eyes. “I can’t find anything wrong.”

      Lacertin moved Jayna’s hand to touch Ilianna’s chest above her heart. “Something is wrong,” he said. “The shaping hit her, and then she went like this.”

      Jayna looked up at him. “This was your shaping?”

      This was the moment he’d feared, but the reason that he’d gone for Jayna. He needed to trust her. Everything he’d seen from her told him that he could trust her.

      “Not my shaping.”

      She stared at the princess a moment as if debating whether to say anything. Then Jayna tried a different shaping of water, adding layers to it that were beyond what Lacertin could understand. She continued for long moments, building the shaping, stacking one atop the other, and each time it surged over Ilianna, the corners of Jayna’s mouth twitched. Sweat beaded on her brow as she worked.

      Then she stepped back and shook her head. “I can’t find what it is.” She looked over to Lacertin. “You’re right. Something is off with her, but I’m not skilled enough to discover what it is.”

      “If you’re not, then no one is,” Lacertin said.

      “Master Wallyn—”

      “I couldn’t go to Wallyn,” Lacertin said.

      “Why? You care about her. Don’t tell me that you don’t. I saw it in your face the first time you mentioned her name. Don’t you want her to get the best help that she can?”

      “I couldn’t go to Wallyn because he’d ask too many questions,” Lacertin said.

      Jayna took a step back. “And the ignorant student wouldn’t think to ask the same questions? You think I don’t wonder why you won’t tell me who shaped her, or what the shaping used on her was? Those are important details, Lacertin. The shaping can guide the healing.”

      “I don’t know what shaping was used on her,” he said.

      “You’re a warrior, the greatest in the kingdoms. You expect me to believe that you don’t know what shaping is used around you?”

      “Not this shaping,” he said softly.

      Her eyes narrowed. “From what I’ve seen from you, that’s not possible.”

      Jayna looked down to Ilianna and tried a different shaping. Lacertin had never seen a shaping like it, but it washed through Ilianna, starting at her mind and circling her heart. When the shaping completed, she looked up at Lacertin. “She was the shaper, wasn’t she?”

      “You understand why I couldn’t go to Wallyn.”

      “Actually, no. What does it matter if the princess can shape? Most would be pleased to know!”

      “Not when it affects succession.”

      Jayna sucked in a breath. “Althem can’t shape,” she said.

      “Only he knows the answer to that. He’s trained at the university, but none of the masters he worked with ever thought he had any real potential. And since his younger sister couldn’t shape, it didn’t matter.”

      “Lacertin,” she started, saying his name with a concerned edge, “I don’t know how to help her. If this was a shaping like you said, there might not be a way to help her.”

      Lacertin prepared to say something but felt the sharp buildup of a shaping coming from behind him. He turned in time to see the door to his room slam open.

      Theondar stood on the other side.
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      Lacertin stepped toward the bed, trying to block Ilianna from view as Theondar surveyed the room. His eyes took in Jayna and then Lacertin before flashing past them both.

      “Where is she?”

      Lacertin raised his hand. “Listen, Theondar—”

      “I know that she’s here, Lacertin. I can sense her. So tell me: Where is she?”

      Lacertin readied a shaping, not certain what he would need but not wanting to be caught unprepared. Theondar could be rash and angry at times, but he was a skilled warrior, and one of only a few Lacertin really feared.

      He stepped to the side, giving Theondar the chance to see Ilianna lying on his bed. That would hurt him more than he intended, but there was nothing he could do that would change it now.

      “Anna?” Theondar said softly as he ran toward her.

      His shaping built and swept through her. Theondar used water with more skill than Lacertin, but he still had none of the talent that Jayna managed. When his shaping eased, he looked up to Lacertin. “What happened to her?”

      “A shaping.”

      “A shaping? You did this to her?”

      Lacertin shook his head. “This wasn’t me.”

      “Then who? If she was attacked, I would expect you at the least to search for her attacker. I know that you cared about her, Lacertin. And if you no longer care about her, I know that you cared about her father.”

      Thankfully, Jayna intervened and took Theondar by the elbow. “Master Theondar,” she said. “The shaping that struck her is nothing like any I’ve ever seen.”

      It took Theondar a few moments to register her. He blinked a couple of times and shook his head. “What is this? Who are you?”

      To her credit, Jayna straightened her back and met his eyes. “I’m Jayna Elens.”

      Elens. That wasn’t a kingdoms’ name.

      Theondar glared at Lacertin. “You brought a student to help the princess? Do you care so little?”

      Lacertin didn’t trust himself to answer.

      Theondar took a step toward him. “How many competent water shapers did you pass as you found her, Lacertin? Were you thinking you could feign helping her, claim that you could only find a student, and let her pass?”

      “I study under Master Wallyn himself,” Jayna said.

      Lacertin waved a hand at her. “Then bring me Wallyn!” he roared.

      “Theondar, it’s not as it seems,” Lacertin said.

      “It’s exactly as it seems.” He turned back to Ilianna and attempted another shaping. This one was a mixture of each of the elements, and stronger than anything that Lacertin had attempted with her. The shaping swept over her and then eased. Theondar staggered back a step.

      Jayna was there and caught him. Theondar shook her off and returned to Ilianna. He scooped her off the bed and carried her away from the room, leaving Lacertin staring after her, watching her blond hair trailing over his arm.

      “What now?” Jayna asked when he was gone.

      “Now you’ll have to go for Wallyn,” Lacertin said.

      “Even if—”

      Lacertin nodded. There was no choice, not if he wanted to do all that he could to save Ilianna. “I will stay here and see if I can find where Theondar took her.”

      “Lacertin… I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve my judgment.”

      “I deserved all of it, Jayna, just as you deserve more than this,” he said, sweeping his hand around the room.

      She started to say something, but he cut her off with a soft kiss on her forehead.

      “Go quickly,” he said.

      She squeezed his hand and ran from the room.

      Lacertin considered the contents of the room, pausing long enough to smooth the covers on the bed. He needed to help Ilianna, but he couldn’t do that without knowing what she might have done to herself. The shaping she’d used likely had an element of spirit mixed in, and if that was the case, there might not be any way for him to help her. But didn’t he have to try?

      How could he do it, though?

      Maybe the answer was with the plates. As far as he knew, they were still in her room. He needed to find them, to get whatever help to Theondar that he could, or he risked the kingdoms losing more than the king. They could lose the princess as well.

      Lacertin left his room, closing the door with a shaping. He paused near Theondar’s rooms, using a sensing to detect whether Theondar had brought Ilianna there, but didn’t detect anything. Likely he’d brought her to the university for healing, which was what Lacertin probably should have done.

      Sensing no one else, he hurried up the stairs. On the first level, he paused for a moment, debating which way to go before bounding up the stairs to Ilianna’s rooms. Thankfully, the hall was empty. When he reached her door, he found it shaped closed. With an effort of shaping, he opened the door and pushed inside.

      Lacertin didn’t want to risk waiting too much longer. He made his way through the outer room and pushed open the door to her inner chambers, stopping at the desk. The gold plates had been stacked underneath some papers on the edge of her desk when he’d been here last. Now they were gone.

      He ran over to the shelf where she’d kept the books and began pulling them out. Had he bothered to learn Ishthin, he might have some way of searching, but he didn’t know the ancient language, not enough to find the answers Ilianna needed. He considered going to Jax. As one of the archivists, he would have learned Ishthin, but how long would it take him to search for answers? Longer than Ilianna might have. Longer than he was willing to risk.

      That meant he needed to find someone already familiar with these texts and see what he could learn. Who? Althem might know, but that wasn’t guaranteed.

      All he could think of was Ilton, but reaching Ilton meant disturbing him again and somehow coming up with a way to wake him. Fire had helped twice before, but how many times would that last? What happened when that failed?

      When would Ilton truly be dead?

      For Ilianna, Ilton would understand.

      Pocketing the books, Lacertin hurried to the section of the wall with the hidden doorway. With a shaping that mixed fire and earth, he pulled the doorway open and stepped into the passageway. Lacertin hurried through the dark, using a shaping of fire to guide his way. At the wall leading into Ilton’s chambers, he paused. If he were caught, most would think that he had violated Ilton’s death chamber. The punishment for that was severe.

      To save Ilianna, he had to risk it.

      The shaping opened the zigzagging crack for the door. Lacertin pushed through and into Ilton’s room.

      The smell struck him immediately, powerful and overwhelming. If Ilton was not already dead, he would be soon. The sheets covering the king were soiled, stained with urine and feces. Had Ilianna really planned for this deception? If any discovered Ilton in this shape, they would know the king hadn’t died when announced. Maybe Ilianna had intended to clean her father once he truly passed, or maybe she really expected him to survive.

      Lacertin leaned over his king, ignoring the stench as much as he could. Ilton took slow, shallow breaths. His face had sunken even more than the last time that Lacertin had seen him, and his cheeks looked waxy and drawn. Surprisingly, the poisoning didn’t distort his features.

      In the wardrobe across from the bed, he found a stack of clean linens and a fresh robe.

      Lacertin stopped by the basin next to the bed and took a sponge and dampened it with water. Taking this, he ran it over Ilton’s forehead, wiping away the sweat and grime of his illness. Lacertin carefully peeled the sheet back and folded it in the corner of the room. Taking a fresh sheet, he rolled the king and placed a new sheet beneath him, placing the soiled sheet atop the other in the corner of the room. Then he slipped the funeral gown off Ilton and replaced it with the fresh robe, covering him once more with a clean sheet.

      His king would not die in filth.

      Lacertin paused by the pile of linens and used a shaping of controlled fire to burn through them. The shapers on the other side of the wall might notice, but Lacertin made certain to tightly control the shaping, hopefully muting it enough that he wouldn’t be caught. Once done, he turned back to Ilton.

      The king looked so small and frail, almost impossibly so considering how hale and vibrant he had been in life. Lacertin never knew him to be a shaper, but now he wondered. With Ilianna demonstrating abilities, had Ilton shared that secret, or had it come from her mother? Lacertin hadn’t known her well, but the queen was said to have been a quiet woman and had traveled often before her death.

      Lacertin needed more than Ilton now. He needed the king.

      Using water and fire, he sent a shaping through Ilton. The fever burning in his blood raged even hotter than before. Lacertin tried pulling it away, and for a moment, it seemed as if he would be able to do so, but then the shaping failed.

      Water sensing told him that the fire burning through him was too potent for even his fire shaping. Were he a stronger shaper… but then, were he a stronger shaper, Ilton might never have been poisoned.

      Lacertin tried again. This time, he ignored water, focusing solely on fire. That was the key to defeating the hounds’ poison. If he could only draw it away, he might be able to reach Ilton. Fire had always burned brightest of the elements, and was the one he grasped at first. He was a true child of Nara in that way.

      The shaping built and built, drawing on the fire burning through Ilton. Lacertin pulled, dragging away the fire that he sensed within his king. With every ounce of strength he had remaining, he pulled on the shaping, dragging the heat out of Ilton.

      As he did, he realized he was drawing the life out of him, too. Fire was life. Without it, one could not survive. He needed the water shaping to complement what he did with fire.

      If only Jayna were with him.

      Lacertin couldn’t think like that. Had he brought her with him, she would be complicit in violating the king’s quarters, regardless of the fact that Ilton had not died.

      He needed to shape, but he needed a focus.

      His eyes swept around Ilton’s room. If only he still had his sword. A warrior sword, and the runes placed upon it, helped focus a shaper’s energy. He still hadn’t managed to recover his sword after returning to Ethea with Veran. The healers had set his sword aside and he’d been too preoccupied to think of where they’d taken it.

      But the king had a sword. It was part of his traditional dress. Would Ilton’s sword remain in his room, or had someone claimed it?

      Lacertin went back to the wardrobe and pulled it open, sorting through drawers and finding nothing. Long robes hung from hooks within, and he searched these but again found nothing. He closed the door to the wardrobe and turned back to Ilton.

      There, hanging on a hook by the wall, he saw Ilton’s sword.

      Where Lacertin’s sword had a broad sweep to the blade, the king’s had only the slightest of curve. The sheath was made of thick leather, and runes were placed along the leather in a series. As Lacertin grabbed the sword, he wondered if the series of runes on the sheath mattered.

      Right now, all that mattered was the sword.

      He didn’t even unsheathe it as he stepped next to Ilton. Placing a hand on Ilton’s forehead and a hand on the hilt of the sword, he shaped. First fire. Using the runes in the blade to augment his shaping and focus it, he pulled on the fire burning within Ilton. As he did, he added a shaping of water. Lacertin wasn’t skilled enough to do more than use it for stabilization, but with this shaping, he didn’t think that he’d need anything more than that.

      A blush of color came to Ilton’s cheeks and he took a quick breath.

      Lacertin almost lost control of the shaping as he did.

      “Ilton,” he whispered.

      The king didn’t answer, so he pulled on the shaping with even more force, drawing on fire with as much strength as he’d ever used. Lacertin stabilized it with water, but he feared losing control. If he did, there was no way that Ilton would survive.

      Gritting his teeth, he pulled tightly on the shaping. He would not be the reason his king died.

      The shaping took hold. Ilton took another breath, gasping softly, and then opened his eyes. To Lacertin, it felt as if he were raising the dead.

      Could he hold this? With the sword for focus, could he maintain it long enough to see Ilton fully healed?

      For a moment, he thought that he could. Using a warrior sword, focusing a shaping through the runes, he could draw much more strength than he could on his own. The shaping burned within him brightly enough that he wondered if he glowed. In that moment, he thought that he could pull all the fire from the poison from Ilton’s blood, much like he’d pulled the fire from Veran’s blood when he’d healed him.

      Then the shaping began to slip. Even this much strength wouldn’t be enough. Maybe there wasn’t a shaping strong enough to save the king.

      But he could still save Ilianna.

      “Ilton,” he said again, this time more urgently.

      The king rolled his head toward him and opened his eyes. His eyes caught on the sword in Lacertin’s hand and he smiled. “Lacertin. Still fighting for me, I see.”

      Lacertin nodded. “As I vowed I would do. I’m only sorry I failed you so often near the end.”

      “Failed? You have never failed me, my friend.”

      He started to cough and Lacertin leaned over him to cover the cough, suddenly realizing that drawing this much power—especially in the king’s quarters—would be detected. How much longer until someone attempted to discover why a such a shaping happened here?

      “I couldn’t find all the pieces you asked,” Lacertin said when the coughing eased. “I couldn’t stop the poison that burned through you. I understood it too late.”

      “Understand?” he asked.

      Lacertin nodded. “It’s hound poison.”

      Ilton’s eyes brightened for a moment, even as Lacertin’s control of the shaping slipped even more. “Are you certain?”

      “I’ve seen it. Veran was attacked by hounds near the barrier. He nearly died.”

      Ilton coughed again. “But you saved him, didn’t you?”

      “I saw what happened to him,” Lacertin said. “I was able to pull the fire away.”

      Ilton pulled a bony hand out from beneath the sheets. Even that appeared a taxing effort. He clasped his hand on Lacertin’s wrist. Surprisingly, some strength remained in his grip. “You fear that you let me down because you didn’t draw fire away from me in time?” Lacertin nodded. “Don’t. If this was Incendin, understand how. They have taken so much from us, and it must stop. Make that your final assignment from me.” He coughed again, but it was weaker this time.

      “Incendin would have to have had help,” Lacertin said.

      Ilton’s hand eased its grip. “Then find out who.”

      Lacertin didn’t know if he could learn who had poisoned Ilton. Incendin would have to have had help, but could he discover who?

      “There’s a reason I woke you this time, my king,” he said.

      Ilton’s eyes had fallen shut. Lacertin feared that he’d taken too long, and that Ilton wouldn’t open them again.

      “Ilton,” Lacertin said. He pulled on the shaping of fire, drawing as much strength from it as he could. Ilton’s breathing stabilized again, coming in steady but shallow breaths. “It’s Ilianna.”

      Ilton’s breath caught and he coughed again. “Anna? What of Anna?”

      Lacertin touched the pocket in his cloak where he’d stuffed the books. “She’s—”

      He didn’t have a chance to finish.

      A massive shaping built behind him and Lacertin turned, expecting the door to the king’s room to be open, but it wasn’t.

      He could hear agitated voices on the other side. One in particular caught his attention.

      Theondar.

      His voice thundered, and rage filled it. “Tell me why someone is shaping inside his quarters after the princess was killed?”

      Lacertin lost control of his shaping. The king gasped, and then breathed no more.
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      Lacertin didn’t need to check on Ilton to know that the sudden release of the shaping had killed him. It might not have been the primary reason that he died, but Ilton died because of Lacertin.

      As much as he wanted to, he didn’t have time to mourn.

      The shaping from the other side of the door continued to build, pushing pressure on the door. Soon, it would burst open.

      Lacertin could hear others trying to stop Theondar, but he shouted, the anger in his voice as clear as the bells tolling through Ethea announcing the king’s death had been.

      He turned back to the wall, skirting past Ilton, still holding the king’s sword. As he touched the wall, his shaping of fire and earth combining to form the border that created the doorway, the door burst open.

      Theondar slid forward on a shaping of wind. His eyes widened when he saw Lacertin.

      “First Ilianna, and now this?” he raged. A shaping of wind buffeted against Lacertin, attempting to pin him to the wall.

      Theondar was a strong wind shaper. Much like fire had been the first element that Lacertin learned to use, wind had been Theondar’s. Had he been born a century before, he might have been the strongest wind shaper in ages, but Theondar had the misfortune of living when another wind shaper lived, one who was even more powerful.

      “He still lived,” Lacertin shouted over the wind.

      Theondar shaped water, sending it through Ilton. “You think I can’t tell that he died? You think that our shapers didn’t know that he died? And you—his favored shaper, his First—have violated the sanctity of his final rest.”

      Lacertin couldn’t even argue. Without Ilianna, there was no one who would know that Ilton had still lived. And since Lacertin’s shaping had been disrupted, he hadn’t been able to save the king.

      Now he had nothing.

      “What happened to Ilianna?” Lacertin asked.

      He glanced past Theondar as two other shapers entered. One was the earth shaper Gild, and the other was a young fire shaper named Seanan, also from Nara. The hard expression on his face told Lacertin that a shared heritage wouldn’t give him any help.

      Theondar advanced on him with a shaping of wind. “That was you who went into her rooms, wasn’t it?” Theondar demanded.

      Lacertin stared at him. Rage boiled out of Theondar, and there was nothing that he could say that would temper Theondar’s anger. Lacertin didn’t even blame him for feeling as angry as he was. “What happened to Ilianna?” he asked again.

      Theondar used a shaping of earth, attempting to trap Lacertin with it. Lacertin drew through the sword and waved the shaping away.

      “She’s gone. The healers don’t understand it. A shaping, they say, but not one that they’ve ever seen.”

      He had been too late. Even if Ilton had lived long enough to provide an answer, there was nothing that he could have said that would have brought Ilianna back.

      Her own shaping had killed her. It seemed impossible that she was gone.

      “They wouldn’t have seen it,” Lacertin said softly. “They couldn’t do anything?”

      Theondar was barely a few paces away now. His sword was drawn and he used a combination of wind and water, pushing on Lacertin, who managed to wave each shaping away, but others came at him from either side, thinking to pen him in.

      Lacertin pulled on fire and pushed with a shaping of steam, pressing them back. Only Theondar remained unfazed.

      “Is this what you want?” Theondar asked. “Your king has died and you want to be remembered as the shaper who violated custom? The shaper who stole from Anna?”

      “I stole nothing,” Lacertin said. But that wasn’t true. He’d taken the books that he’d hoped would help him find answers.

      And now there would be no answers. Ilton was gone. Ilianna was gone.

      Theondar was right. Was this the memory that he wanted of himself?

      There was nothing that he could say that would change Theondar’s mind. Nothing that would stop his attack. They would find a way to confine him, place him in the dungeons. Even shapers could be confined with the right elements. Worse, warriors would be sacrificed to confine him, wasted when they were needed in the fight against Incendin.

      And Lacertin still had the final task Ilton had asked of him. How would he find the secret of who had poisoned the king if he was confined?

      Theondar took another step forward. As he did, Veran appeared at the door. He’d been healed and the color had mostly returned to his face, but his cheeks still had some of the waxy appearance that Ilton had. When Veran saw Lacertin, his shoulders sagged and he lowered the sword in his hand.

      Whatever happened here, he couldn’t do what Ilton asked if he remained confined. He couldn’t complete the final task if he was captured and jailed. Lacertin had no doubt who Althem would listen to. After what had happened to the princess, Lacertin couldn’t even blame him.

      That left only one option: escape.

      But escaping meant fighting through shapers and warriors who were supposed to be friends. It meant abandoning Ethea, and going… where? Lacertin didn’t even know where he would begin his search.

      But he did. The answers were in Incendin.

      Hating the necessity, he pulled on a shaping of fire and wind, sending it swirling through Ilton’s rooms. Flames touched on the wardrobe and flashed brightly. They touched on the lacquered dresser and danced. Fire burned from the carpet lying near his feet. Only Ilton’s bed remained untouched, flames held at bay by the force of his shaping. He had already allowed Ilton to die; he would not burn his king as well.

      Seanan tried shaping the flames, but Lacertin had known fire longer than Seanan, and he added wind to his shaping, forcing the flames to dance even more than they would otherwise. Only Theondar didn’t step back from the heat of the blaze.

      “Don’t do this,” Theondar said.

      “I’ll do what I must,” Lacertin said. “Some day you will understand.”

      He pushed with a combined shaping of each of the elements, twisting them together in the way that Ilianna had suggested.

      Lacertin didn’t really expect anything. The shaping was too unfocused, too vague, but he pulled at it through the sword, drawing more strength than he’d ever before attempted, even when he’d been trying to heal Ilton.

      There came a flash of bright white light from the end of the sword and everything seemed to stand still.

      Lacertin ran.

      He darted past Theondar. The warrior swung his sword, but it was too slow and missed. He ducked past another shaper, who started to turn toward him, moving so slowly that he might as well have been stuck in mud. Then he reached Veran.

      Veran looked at him with a troubled expression. He made no effort to raise his sword, nothing that would attempt to stop Lacertin. After all these years in the university and Ethea, had he finally managed to find a friend, only to do this to him?

      Lacertin wished he could say something—anything—to Veran to explain himself. With Ilianna gone, there was no point. Now, he needed to reach a place where it would be safe for him to shape so that he could get to freedom, and then… then he would begin his search for Ilton’s poisoner.

      He bounded down the stairs. Even the servants seemed slowed by whatever his shaping had done. Bren looked at him, and there was a mixture of sadness and something like understanding on his face. Far down the hall, Lacertin caught the flash of dark, navy robes. Althem, he suspected. He needed to get free before the new king found him.

      Then he was outside, standing in the garden. He glanced up at the sky, noting the thick clouds hovering over the moon and the scent of the coming rain joining with it.

      Drawing once more on Ilton’s sword, he crafted a warrior shaping and streaked away from the city on a bolt of lightning.
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      The shaping carried Lacertin out of Ethea, lifting him high above the city. With as much as he’d shaped already today, creating a shaping powerful enough to lift him took almost the rest of his remaining strength. He wouldn’t be able to travel very far.

      At first, he guided himself to the south and east. Toward Nara. That would be where Theondar would expect him to go. Lacertin needed to find a way to get rest before continuing onward. Nara wouldn’t be a good place to hide, not with the sun burning down on him and the fact that all the warriors would expect him to be there.

      No, if he wanted to reach Incendin, he would need to go at it from a different direction. Other than Nara, only Galen abutted Incendin enough for him to make it through.

      Lacertin’s shaping began to fail as he neared the rising mountains of Galen.

      The trees and cool mountainous air of Galen made him nearly as uncomfortable as the hot, arid lands of Nara now did. Ethea might not have ever truly been his home, but it was more a home to him now than anyplace else. Now… now he would need to find a way to make a new home.

      He dropped to the ground in a small clearing halfway up the mountain. These lands weren’t as familiar to him as some. There were shapers here; some, like Grethan and Zephra, were incredibly skilled. Others came to Galen for the quiet and calm. He would need to move quickly to avoid other shapers. If Lacertin was searching for a shaper, he would put earth shapers to work, using them to track. Likely Theondar intended the same.

      Lacertin hurried through the trees, climbing up the slope of the mountain. Occasional howls echoed through the air. The first time he heard them, he paused, using earth sensing to search for the source. Had he gone farther than he realized? Or had the hounds crossed the barrier again? It had proven to be incomplete, so it was possible that they had found another way to cross. When the howl came again, this time closer, he realized it was nothing more than a mountain wolf. Still to be avoided, but not the same dangerous creature as an Incendin hound.

      Lacertin paused near a stream around midnight, still not certain how far he’d gone. He was tired and his strength was slowly returning, but not enough for him to risk a shaping. Besides, going by foot had advantages as well. It wasn’t just the escape he had to manage; it was what came afterward.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t hold you here,” a deep voice said from behind the trees.

      Lacertin let out a soft sigh and stood, letting the water cupped between his hands drain back into the stream. With earth sensing, he quested into the darkness and recognized the shaper.

      “Grethan,” he said.

      The earth shaper stepped forward. “Theondar sent warning that you might come through here. I thought he was wrong, or that this must be some kind of mistake.”

      Lacertin searched the trees around him for someone else, but sensed nothing. “Where is Zephra?”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Truly? You have been inseparable of late.”

      “She has another assignment these days.”

      Lacertin frowned for a moment and then chuckled softly as he remembered the way Zephra had held her stomach when he’d last seen her, and the soft flush to her cheeks. “That’s why you left Ethea, isn’t it? What did you have?”

      Grethan appeared at the tree line, his broad shoulders outlined in the moonlight. The man made an imposing figure, and Lacertin knew not to underestimate him. Few matched his strength in earth shaping. Combined with his wife, they made a devastatingly effective shaping pair, or they had before leaving Ethea.

      “We had a boy. Tannen.”

      “The name…”

      “It was my father’s,” Grethan said.

      Lacertin moved his hand slowly toward the sword sheathed at his waist, careful not to make any sudden movements. As tired and weakened as he was, Grethan would be able to hold him fairly easily. Lacertin didn’t want to harm him, not if it wasn’t necessary.

      “Why are you here?” Grethan asked.

      “I imagine Theondar sent word of that, as well,” he said.

      Grethan tipped his head. “He sent word. I would have yours.”

      Lacertin swallowed. “The king is gone, Grethan.”

      “I heard the bells.”

      “No. Not then. Tonight.”

      The massive earth shaper stepped forward and crossed his arms over his chest. The earth seemed to groan under each step he took. “The king died tonight?”

      “It… it is complicated. He was poisoned, and his last task for me was to learn who poisoned him.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Because it was Incendin that poisoned the king.”

      Grethan glanced over Lacertin’s shoulder, as if he could see Incendin from where he stood. “You mean to take on Incendin alone?”

      Lacertin still wasn’t sure what he intended. He needed to learn what happened. He needed to understand how the king had been poisoned, and ideally he would do that from within Ethea, but now he could not.

      “If I must,” he said. “I intend to find out who helped Incendin, find out why the king was poisoned.”

      Grethan turned back to him. “Why? This is war, Lacertin. There is no why.”

      After two decades of fighting, perhaps the reasons had faded, but that didn’t mean the fighting was right—or necessary.

      “What of Althem? Do you not fear for his safety?” Grethan asked.

      He sighed. Leaving Ethea now that Ilton was gone felt less of a betrayal knowing that he followed Ilton’s command, but that didn’t mean it was any less treason. It was his responsibility as a shaper, as a warrior, to serve the kingdoms. “Althem has Theondar to protect him.”

      “As Ilton had you.”

      “Ilton never had me for protection. He used me for other purposes, but never protection.” Perhaps if he had, Ilton might still live.

      Grethan took another step forward. “If what you say is true, then Althem remains in danger. Ilianna remains in danger.”

      Lacertin shook his head. “Ilianna is gone.” Lacertin said the words more harshly than he intended, but thinking of her gone hurt more than he would have expected.

      “Gone?”

      “A shaping went awry…”

      “You were there for that as well, weren’t you?”

      Lacertin nodded.

      Grethan lowered his arms and let out a long sigh. The trees around him seemed to sigh with him. “That’s why Theondar is so angry.”

      “I was there. It wasn’t my fault, but I couldn’t save her, either.” Lacertin stood across from Grethan for a moment. Neither spoke, leaving the quiet sounds of the night all around them. Lacertin breathed softly. “What now?” he asked, disturbing the silence between them.

      The large shaper laughed softly. “Now I get to admit the great Lacertin overpowered me.”

      Lacertin was relieved that he wouldn’t have to try to shape his way past Grethan. He was a good man, as good a man as the kingdoms produced, and strong enough in earth that the outcome was not certain. Earth would counter his ability with fire, possibly enough to trap him until Theondar arrived. “Return to Zephra and your son. Don’t mention that I came through here.”

      “Theondar might know either way.”

      Lacertin wondered if he would, or if it mattered. Once he reached the barrier, he could slip past.

      “Once you cross, you won’t be able to return,” Grethan said.

      Lacertin had thought of that as well. With the barrier in place, he could get past, but returning… there would be no return. “I won’t need to return until I’ve learned what happened.”

      Grethan considered him a long moment and then nodded. “May the Great Mother watch over you and bring you some measure of peace.”

      With that, Grethan disappeared into the woods.

      Lacertin stared after him but didn’t think that he’d be able to follow the earth shaper even were he to want to. With a sigh, he continued into the trees, following a path and almost drawn toward the sense of the barrier.

      The massive shaping pushed against him, a warning that tingled against his skin, leaving it raw, as when he’d baked in the sun too long as a boy. Once he crossed the barrier, he would know nothing but heat and fire, and only if he managed to survive.

      For Ilton—and Ilianna—he would risk it.

      He hiked for most of the night, passing through the long valley set in the Gholund Mountains, never considering using a shaping. Doing so risked another shaper finding him before he could cross. Lacertin didn’t want to risk a confrontation. Not when he was so close. As the first streaks of sunlight began to filter through the valley, he could almost see the barrier appear before him.

      As he neared, he felt the building pressure of a shaping rising around him. Lacertin unsheathed the sword and sent a mixed shaping of earth and fire into the barrier before facing the shaper approaching on a bolt of lightning.

      Veran stepped away from an eruption of earth left by his shaping. Long, blond hair flowed around his shoulders. Color had mostly returned to his face, but he still wore a pained expression, none of the relaxed confidence that he had carried himself with before he’d been injured by the hound.

      He glanced at Lacertin, then looked past him and toward Incendin, stretching in the distance. Near the border with Galen, there was still lush grass and trees, but it quickly changed, growing increasingly barren, more like Nara than any other part of the kingdoms.

      “I am tasked with returning you to Ethea,” Veran said.

      “And I’m tasked with finding Ilton’s killer.”

      Veran sighed. “Tell me, Lacertin, is that all that this is about?”

      Lacertin smiled sadly. “For me, it can be about nothing else.”

      “Nothing? Not finding what happened to a brother?”

      “My brother has been dead for years.”

      “That’s not what you told me when we were in Nara.”

      Lacertin took a step toward the barrier. He didn’t think that Veran would detain him, but he didn’t want to give him the opportunity to do something that would make Lacertin have to fight back, especially not after how hard he’d worked to save him.

      “I told you the truth in Nara. You heard what you chose to hear.”

      Veran cocked his head to the side. “What of the princess? What secret of hers did you run off to keep?”

      Lacertin let out a slow sigh. “That is not mine to share.”

      “But the student. The water shaper—”

      Lacertin squeezed his eyes shut, thinking of Jayna. “Keep Jayna safe, Veran. If anyone ever learns what she knows…”

      “You don’t have to do this. Return to Ethea, let us work together to find whatever answers you seek, and give the king peace.”

      Peace would have been Lacertin never being the one to create the barrier. It would have been him having the chance with Ilianna. It would have been his brother never making the crossing.

      He said none of that to Veran. “Keep her safe,” he said.

      Lacertin approached the barrier and felt it against his skin. Another step and he’d be through. There might not be a way for him to return, not once the barrier was secured. Had the barrier been anything like that in Norilan, he wondered if he would even have been able to pass.

      Perhaps it was best that it only prevented shapers from crossing.

      “Lacertin—”

      He stepped across. The barrier washed over him, like the after-effect of a heavy storm, a jolt of lightning that threatened to knock him from his feet. His chest squeezed, and he held his breath. His skin felt tight, almost as if it shrunk as he passed.

      And then the sense lifted. He was through. He was in Incendin.

      Veran stood across from him, sadness turning his brow. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “It’s better this way. Tell Theondar I escaped before you had a chance to reach me.”

      “Theondar doesn’t need to know where you’ve gone.”

      “Tell him I search for Ilton’s killer. Tell him that I will find out what happened to Ilianna.” Lacertin surveyed Incendin stretching in the distance. Already, he could feel the heat rising, the sharp change from Galen, so different even than his homeland. “Tell him whatever you need to.”

      Through the barrier, Lacertin felt a shaping building. He didn’t turn, not wanting to watch Veran depart, but waiting for the strike of lightning to tell him that he traveled by the warrior shaping.

      When the shaping released, Lacertin felt it differently than expected.

      He spun to see Veran studying the barrier. His shaping had been powerful and focused high up along the barrier, a place no simple shaper could reach. Lacertin sensed the weakness there.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      Veran offered him a smile. “In case you ever need to return. You might think you’re alone, that you have to do this for the king yourself, but you’re a Cloud Warrior of the kingdoms. You may not know it, but you have friends.”

      With that, Veran smiled tightly as he pulled together another shaping. He tipped his head in a nod as the shaping drew him away.

      Lacertin stared at the barrier for a few moments more and then turned toward Incendin, starting forward. He would find what happened to Ilton. He would understand what happened to Ilianna. And then he would return and seek justice for his king.
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* * *

      The Cloud Warrior Saga will continue! Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to hear about the next release.
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* * *

      If you enjoyed the Cloud Warrior Saga, check out the first novel set in a new series: The Dark Ability.

      Exiled by his family. Claimed by thieves. Could his dark ability be the key to his salvation?
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      Rsiran is a disappointment to his family, gifted with the ability to Slide. It is a dark magic, one where he can transport himself wherever he wants, but using it will only turn him into the thief his father fears.

      Forbidden from Sliding, he’s apprenticed under his father as a blacksmith where lorcith, a rare, precious metal with arcane properties, calls to him, seducing him into forming forbidden blades. When discovered, he’s banished, sentenced indefinitely to the mines of Ilphaesn Mountain.

      Though Rsiran tries to serve obediently, to learn to control the call of lorcith as his father demands, when his life is threatened in the darkness of the mines, he finds himself Sliding back to Elaeavn where he finds a black market for his blades - and a new family of thieves.

      There someone far more powerful than him discovers what he can do and intends to use him. He doesn’t want to be a pawn in anyone’s ambitions; all he ever wanted was a family. But the darkness inside him cannot be ignored - and he’s already embroiled in an ancient struggle that only he may be able to end.
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      Lacertin sat with his hands clasped together, head bowed to his knees and his back aching, trying to ignore the pain burning through him. Fire raged against him, demanding control that he once would have believed impossible. It took every bit of his strength to ignore the flames. Only, he couldn’t ignore it, not entirely, not with the way it trailed along his skin, leaving his flesh scalded, as if Incendin thought to strip every last part that was him away.

      It was a test, but one that he no longer cared whether he would pass.

      What did it matter if he survived if he was a shell of the person who had come to Incendin?

      The fire raged on for minutes or hours. Time no longer had the same meaning, no longer had any meaning, if ever it did. The only thing he focused on was surviving.

      If he didn’t, he would never learn what happened to his king.

      But did that matter? If he couldn’t think, if he barely survived, what did it matter if he ever learned what happened to Ilton?

      Eventually, the pain burning through him eased. Lacertin didn’t allow himself to hope that it might be over. Pain had eased before, but it had always returned. Questions came later, always after, and his answers never seemed to satisfy his tormentors. He kept his answers simple: he had come to Incendin to learn fire, but that had not been enough.

      They wanted the truth, but the truth meant he would die. Until he knew what happened to Ilton, until he knew the depths of the betrayal, and understood how he had been poisoned, he refused to give up. For Ilton—and Ilianna—he would fight.

      Only, he wondered how much longer he could fight.

      Each day hurt more than the one before. When he thought Incendin couldn’t hurt him any more than they had, another surge of pain came as they tried to break him.

      Lacertin hadn’t broken, not that he knew, but what had he cried out when the pain became too intense? What had he said then?

      Maybe nothing, or maybe he’d revealed the reason that he’d come to these blasted lands, a place the Great Mother forgot.

      A door scraped open. Lacertin refused to look up, not wanting to look his tormentors in the eyes.

      “You sit quietly.” The voice was soft but had a harsh undercurrent to it, as if burned like everything else in Incendin. “All day you are tested, and you say nothing. Have you shared all that you know?”

      Nothing. That provided some relief. He had feared that he might have said something he did not want to share, revealed his reason for coming, or perhaps let on who he was. So far, he had managed to keep even that quiet.

      The person laughed softly. “You still choose to fight rather than submit. That is unfortunate. You have much skill in fire, that is clear, or you would not have survived this long. There is much we could teach.”

      He looked up then, but still said nothing.

      The woman standing across from him had short dark hair and intense eyes that seemed to burn with a light all their own. Like most within Incendin, especially the shapers that he’d seen—and there was no question that this woman was a shaper—she wore a long maroon cloak that hung from one shoulder, leaving the other bare. In some ways, he would call her beautiful.

      “When you wish to submit, then we will talk of terms.”

      She took a step back and faded from his view.

      Fire burned through him again, surging with renewed intensity. It was as if the fire she shaped crawled along his skin, working beneath it and reaching into his blood.

      Lacertin screamed, unable to contain it.

      He did not know how long it lasted this time.

      Already, he’d been here for days upon days, months that had blended into an endless sea of pain. Had he known another way, he would have fought, but fighting would only lead to his death. Of all the truths that came from Incendin, that was the most common. Fight and you die. Submit… offer oneself to fire… and there was a chance.

      Lacertin submitted, but still that wasn’t enough.

      The pain eased again, briefly, barely enough for him to take a breath, and the door scraped again. The woman appeared before him, pacing as she did. “Is there nothing else?”

      Lacertin worked his tongue along the inside of his dry mouth. Water was scarce in Incendin and they provided him with only enough to stay alive, never enough to more than wet his mouth. “There is nothing.” The words came out sounding as harsh in his ears as her voice was.

      She stopped pacing. This close, he could feel the heat radiating off her. Few fire shapers in the kingdoms burned with such heat to maintain that level of control. For her to have such heat, and for it to simmer from her, told him as much about her control as anything. But then, he had felt the way her shaping attacked him.

      As much as he hated it, he had learned from his torment. The shapings used on him had been more complex than any he would have attempted at the university. Not only in the way they were used against him, but also in the strength and control that he’d sensed.

      Fire had always come easily to him. Growing up in Nara, lands as similar to Incendin as were found in the kingdoms, he was aware of fire as a real force, one that he could practically feel within him. His brother Chasn had crossed the waste, choosing to come to Incendin to learn, but Lacertin had remained loyal to the kingdoms.

      Always loyal.

      That was why he was here now.

      He tried to push back awareness of how he would be viewed in the kingdoms. It didn’t matter so long as he discovered what happened to Ilton. He could explain himself then and could demonstrate his loyalty and somehow convince Althem that he hadn’t been responsible for what happened to Ilianna.

      More than Althem, it was Theondar who he would have to convince. He remembered the hurt look in his eyes when he’d seen Lacertin in the king’s chamber, the accusation plain, believing—knowing—that Lacertin was to blame for what happened to Ilianna.

      And now that she was gone, it no longer mattered that he guarded her secret. With her passing, the ability to shape no longer impacted succession. He could have remained in the kingdoms, could have worked within the borders to find answers to what happened to Ilton, but instead he had risked everything by coming to Incendin, thinking that he alone could learn the secret of how Ilton had been poisoned.

      How foolish was that?

      But how could he ignore the last request of his king? After all the years he’d served, Lacertin knew that he could not.

      The fire shaper watched him, almost as if knowing his thoughts.

      Lacertin blinked. How much had he been saying aloud?

      Hopefully none. If he had, then Incendin would know why he’d come, and there would be no way for him to find what he needed.

      “Tell me,” she said, leaning close enough for him to feel the heat of her breath that smelled almost of char and ash, as if her shaping burned within her throat, “how is it that you shape fire as strongly as you do?”

      “I haven’t.”

      She straightened her back and placed her hands on her hips. “You haven’t, but you would not have managed to withstand the shaping used on you if you could only sense. Tell me, stranger of the kingdoms, why is it that you have come to the Sunlands if you already know how to shape fire?”

      Lacertin swallowed, licking his lips to try and add moisture into them, but they were dry and flaking, as if he’d stayed too long in the sun rather than within the darkness of this place. Once, he would have thought it impossible to come to the Fire Fortress, but he’d been here long enough that it no longer impressed him, even if he only saw this one room. It had been… Days? Weeks? Months? …since he’d seen the sun.

      “I would learn what you can teach,” he said.

      She leaned close to him again and sniffed. “You still hold back. When you submit, you can learn.”

      Lacertin tensed, ready for the suddenness of the pain to return. Each time she told him to submit so that he could learn, the pain returned within moments.

      But this time, it didn’t.

      He brought his knees up, waiting for her to attack, but it never came.

      Silence surrounded him. And darkness. With her went the brightness of the lantern light. He could shape fire into existence, but after what he’d been through, he didn’t want to use fire, and barely wanted to know fire if he could avoid it.

      What he wouldn’t give for water.

      The thought brought no little amusement to him. For so long, he’d fought the need to understand water, using it only as a larger part of other shapings. He’d managed to keep a friend alive with water, but not much else.

      Here, in Incendin, it felt as if water were useless, though he knew the Fire Fortress was on the edge of the ocean. Surrounded by these strange walls, shaped in ways that the kingdoms’ shapers could learn from, water was separated from him as surely as if it never existed. All he could sense, all he could detect, was fire. Even earth, and he didn’t know how that would be possible. Earth was all around him, in the black stone of the walls, to the hard rock he sat on, but he sensed nothing of it.

      Other than fire, only wind tickled at his senses, and that was weak, so faint that he could barely pull at it if he wanted. And when he did, wind burned, as if touched by fire.

      What had he been thinking?

      He could have stayed in the kingdoms, could have remained, and worked with Theondar to find the answer to what happened with Ilton. It might take some time to convince him that he hadn’t intentionally violated the king’s final rest, and perhaps even longer to convince him that he’d had nothing to do with Ilianna’s death, but no longer was it the case that he didn’t have friends in Ethea.

      He’d spent his entire adult life serving the king and he had never found time to make friends. That was how he had served as well as he had, but Lacertin no longer could deny how lonely an existence that had been. What bitter irony that it took him fleeing from the kingdoms to discover that he had more friends than he realized.

      As he often did when his thoughts turned dark, he wondered about Jayna. He tried not to think of her, especially knowing the hurt that she’d shown him, but he’d brought her into more than she deserved. Did Wallyn continue to teach her, or had the fact that Lacertin used her to attempt a healing on the princess destroyed her future? Bad enough that so many others had died, but he couldn’t stomach the possibility that he was the reason that something happened to Jayna.

      And Veran. Without Veran, Lacertin doubted that he would have escaped the kingdoms. Perhaps he might have managed to reach the barrier, but he would have needed to fight his way across, something that he hadn’t been willing to do.

      Now he was here.

      Crossing the waste had been harder than he realized, and he’d been able to shape his way across. What must it be like for those who couldn’t shape, who had to walk, either through the waste or around it?

      Even shaping had been dangerous. He hadn’t found any water and had approached the Fire Fortress slowly, avoiding any of the known Incendin cities. Then there were those unknown, places where he hadn’t realized life existed. When he saw signs of them, he made a point of changing directions, turning his shaping away.

      And then he had waited.

      He had no other plan, nothing but a desire to reach Incendin, to find a way to get far enough inside that he could begin to understand what they had done to Ilton, and hopefully find out who they had placed within Ethea that would have been able to administer the poison. That was his entire plan.

      So far, it had not gone well.

      Sitting as he was, he didn’t notice at first that he was without pain.

      How long had it been since he had gone more than moments without pain? Even when he attempted to sleep, he was often awakened by pain burning through him. He had learned to ignore the minor sensations, those where he felt nothing more than a shifting sense of heat. At first, that had been enough to keep him awake, always fearing what would come next, but he’d discovered that he could ignore fire that burned like that unless it really started to work on him, attempting to boil his blood. That agony was a difficult one to ignore.

      Lacertin stood. From all the time confined to the cell, his legs were weak and shaky. He leaned on the wall for support, noting the heat but able to ignore the scalding heat pressing from the stone into his palm. That had not always been the case. It was almost as if the fortress itself burned, rather than only the flames atop it giving its name.

      No sounds came from within the cell. Nothing crawled along outside the cell. There was only the darkness and the heat.

      He pulled on wind, shaping it softly and trying to peel the heat out of it, but the wind resisted, almost as if it were tied to fire. In these lands, he suspected that might be possible.

      Why had the attacks on him eased?

      Lacertin was left with only questions, hating the fact that he didn’t know.

      Worse, the attacks could return at any moment.

      Maybe that was the real torture, forcing him to know that he was always in danger of another attack.

      Lacertin paced, tracing his hand along the wall as he did, waiting for the recurrence of pain. It never came as he expected.
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      He slept.

      Lacertin lost track of how long he slept, only that he’d collapsed after pacing his cell. Dreams came to him and taunted him with visions of the kingdoms. In his dreams, he saw the wide, sprawling mountains of Galen, the rolling plains of Ter, the ships and oceans of Vatten. Even Nara made his dreams.

      When he awoke, he saw nothing but darkness around him.

      Pain remained absent.

      Time passed. Lacertin slept and awoke. Each time, there was no return of the pain. Each time, he expected it and knew relief when it didn’t return.

      After a while, he began to wonder if they had finished with whatever test they had for him. Hunger began to set in, and he realized that he hadn’t eaten in… How long had it been?

      Time had no meaning, not with what he’d been through. It might have been hours, it might have been days. But the rumbling in his stomach was new. Always before, one of his tormentors made a point of bringing a tray to him. Usually it was a strange, tough meat and some bread. Other times, he was brought vegetables that he could never see well, not without shaping light, which he refused to do. Lacertin ate everything, knowing that he needed the nutrients or he would not survive.

      Now there was none.

      Perhaps they had abandoned him, leaving him to die, simply to waste away here, much like Ilton had wasted away in his final days. Fitting to have the king’s First Warrior suffer the same fate, if not the same poisoning.

      After waking again, he decided to crawl to his knees, shaping a trail of light. As he did, he realized the door to his cell was open.

      How long had it been like that?

      Lacertin managed to stand and leaned on the walls, no longer minding the way they burned and tore at the remnants of his shirt. His arms scraped against the stone and he felt as if blood ripped free, but he ignored it, staggering down the hall using the shaped light to see.

      Other doors lined the hall but were closed. Lacertin paused at one, listening to see if there might be someone else on the other side, another person like himself, but he heard nothing. Each door was as silent as the next.

      At the end of the hall, a door blocked him from going any further.

      He tried the handle, but it was locked.

      A part of him knew that he should return to his cell, wait for the torture to return, but what if this was all part of the test? What if they wanted him to make it out?

      He licked his lips, running his hand along the door. The lock was metal, and not any more complex than any other door. A simple shaping would snap the lock, but then he would reveal the extent of his abilities, if he had not already.

      Then again, he had come to Incendin, shaped himself across the waste, and carried a warrior sword. What greater declaration did he need for Incendin? If they didn’t know he was a warrior already, this wouldn’t make any difference.

      Using earth and fire, mixing two contrasting elements, he twisted the lock. He had used a similar shaping often enough that he found it easy enough to do. The door opened with a soft snap and swung slightly inward.

      He took a deep breath and pulled on the door.

      Lanterns burned on the other side, giving more than enough light to see. He let his fire shaping fade and started down the hall.

      At the end, he sensed a change in the air. Heat began to increase, pressing against him.

      They knew he was here.

      Lacertin ignored the heat, much as he had learned to ignore the shapings they used on him, and pushed forward until he reached the end of the hall.

      This time, rather than a door, it opened up into a wide room.

      Additional lanterns were set all around the room, but they were the only decoration within it. Chains ran into the stone, ending in metal cuffs. None were attached to anything, leaving the chains stretched across the floor as some sort of reminder of the fact that Incendin was willing to confine him in such a way. Scorch marks burned into the stone, almost regularly, and it took Lacertin a moment to realize that they were near the chains.

      What was this place?

      “You have come to a sacred place in the Sunlands.”

      Lacertin spun, already forming a shaping that he had to tamp down. Shaping someone here would do him no good, not if what he wanted was information. He needed to look and act the part of the compliant prisoner, not that there was much else that he could be, not within the Fire Fortress and as weakened as he was.

      A tall, thin man stood across from him. He had balding hair, and what remained was shorn close to his scalp, revealing a series of scars and burns. Thin spectacles hung from his nose, and he clutched a thick, leather-bound book in hands that barely protruded from the sleeves of his long, thin cloak.

      “What is it?” Lacertin asked.

      The man took a step toward Lacertin and smiled. Rather than the harsh, angry expression he had seen from all of his tormentors, this was warm and almost welcoming. In some ways, it reminded him of the way Ilton used to smile at him. That made it all the worse.

      “You look thirsty. Come.”

      He walked past Lacertin, the hem of his robe brushing against the ground and making a soft hissing noise. When he reached a small door on the other side of the room, he pulled a key out of his pocket and opened it.

      “You should not remain here,” he said. “It would be dangerous for you.”

      “It’s dangerous everywhere for me,” he said.

      “Not everywhere.” The man disappeared into the hall, fading into shadows.

      Lacertin trailed after him but had a hard time keeping up with him. When he reached him, the thin man glanced over before tipping his head, the glasses sliding on his nose, and he pushed them up with the hand holding his book.

      “Where are you taking me?” Lacertin asked.

      “As I said, you look thirsty.”

      The hall was narrower than some, and they passed several doorways before stopping at one. The man pushed the door open, not needing a key this time, and waved for Lacertin to follow.

      Lacertin stood in the hall, uncertain. His legs began to feel stronger the longer he walked, as did his awareness of the elements. Whereas he’d only detected fire before, and some hint of wind, now he noticed earth pressing all around and the distinct draw of water.

      The dryness in his mouth pulled him forward as much as anything.

      The other side of the door looked like any village home that he’d ever seen, from the wide and glowing hearth to the plush carpet spread across the stone. Even the decorations on the walls appeared like they belonged in the kingdoms rather than anything from Incendin.

      Lacertin looked at the man with renewed interest. He had disappeared behind a small doorway and appeared with a large mug, which he set down on a table near the hearth. He motioned to Lacertin, inviting him to sit.

      Lacertin glanced over his shoulder, but there didn’t seem to be anyone else following. As he eyed the mug of water, he looked over at the man. “What kind of trick is this?”

      The man shook his head. “No trick.”

      “How long have I been locked up?”

      “Locked? You think you’ve been a prisoner here?”

      Lacertin rubbed his wrists. He’d never worn chains, but hadn’t he been a prisoner? “Why would you say that I’ve not?”

      The man motioned for Lacertin to sit again and he did so, but reluctantly. He took the mug and sniffed it, bringing it to his lips cautiously. The thin man smiled and pulled the mug away and took a long drink before wiping his arm across his lips.

      “There is nothing in it.”

      Lacertin sniffed it again, still struggling to believe that this wasn’t some kind of trick. He’d been trapped for weeks… months… and now they suddenly decided to release him? What had changed?

      The mug had no odor, and water sensing told him that the water was clear, not that he’d be able to detect much if it weren’t. Unlike some, that was not his gift with water. His ability with water was limited.

      Lacertin took a long drink. When the water first hit his throat, he coughed, choking from the dry and painful burning that he’d suffered through. The coughing fit passed and he drank hungrily, filling himself with water. He didn’t know when he’d get another chance to drink.

      The man simply watched him, an amused expression on his face.

      When Lacertin finished, he set the mug down on the table next to him and stared at the man. “Who are you?”

      The thin man clutched a book on his lap. He folded his hands atop it and fixed Lacertin with an expression of warmth. “The answer to that will come in time. The question is really who are you.”

      Lacertin leaned back in the chair, and stared at the hearth. He laughed bitterly.

      “Why the laughter?” the man asked.

      “All this time that I’ve been here, and this is the first time anyone has asked who I am.”

      “You think the timing suspect.”

      He glanced over. The man held him in the same warm expression that disarmed him, reminding him far too much of Ilton.

      A tingle of worry ran through him. What if they knew who he was and why he was here? Ilianna had proven to him that spirit shapers existed, something that most in the university would have said was impossible, or at the least unlikely. Spirit shapers—even strong spirit sensers—were said to be able to read one’s mind.

      “I think you already know who I am.”

      The man smiled and tipped his head slightly. “We have known.”

      “Then why…” He didn’t know how to finish. They had tortured him no differently than the kingdoms would have tortured one of the lisincend, were they to somehow capture one. This was a time of war. Why else would they torture him?

      “Why haven’t we simply killed you?”

      The man said it so matter of factly that it caught Lacertin off guard. “Yes.”

      “I admit that when you first appeared, there were some who thought that we should. They were convinced that you came to spy, but what sort of spy announces their presence?”

      Lacertin remained silent. He no longer knew how long he had been in Incendin, but this was the closest he had come to connecting to someone, rather than simply being tortured. If he could get to this man, he might have the potential to learn what happened to Ilton. He might find answers as to who had betrayed his king.

      Then he could return to the kingdoms.

      “Why didn’t they?” he asked.

      The man smiled. “There were others who thought to question you, perhaps turn you against your king, as if such a thing were possible with the great Lacertin.”

      He tensed at the mention of his name.

      “I was tortured,” Lacertin said.

      “You were tested,” the man countered. “And you have shown a surprising propensity for fire. Given your heritage, that should not have come as too much of a shock, but to some, it was.”

      Lacertin didn’t want to argue with this man about his heritage. Most within Incendin felt that Nara rightfully still belonged to Incendin, a disagreement stretching back hundreds of years, an argument so old that most no longer questioned. It was the reason for the current war, and the reason that Lacertin had lost his family. First his brother to Incendin, daring to make the crossing, and then his mother to the effects of war.

      “Fire came to me first,” Lacertin answered.

      He didn’t know why he did. He owed this man nothing, though he had shown him only kindness. They were still enemies, and one that Lacertin would use if he could in order to learn what he needed.

      “You are of Rens,” the man said. “Of course fire comes to you first.”

      Lacertin turned his attention back to the hearth. “Rens is no more.”

      The man sniffed. “Perhaps. But the spirit of Rens remains, else you would not be here.”

      Lacertin tensed, waiting for what the man might say next. Had Incendin discovered spirit shapers as well? That alone would turn the tide of war and might even explain what had happened with Ilton.

      “We know that the king is gone,” the man said simply.

      Lacertin nodded.

      “You were his First.”

      “I was.”

      Silence stretched between them.

      “Why are you here, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      He said the name with the accent on Ala, hinting at familiarity with old Rens. There weren’t many still familiar with it any longer. Much like Ishthin, the language used by the ancient shapers, one that carried power with it in ways that few still understood, old Rens was almost a part of the land.

      Lacertin had only learned to understand old Rens after going to Ethea. When serving Ilton, he had an interest in ancient politics and leaders, hoping to learn something that might help them now, but all he had found were more questions. He had learned some of old Rens, even less of Ishthin, but enough to know that it had once been a beautiful language, one that fit the land and the people. There were words that he’d learned in Rens that had no good comparison in the modern dialect, ways of speaking—and, he suspected, of thinking—that had no modern equal.

      “The king is gone,” Lacertin said.

      “That cannot be why you have come to the Sunlands.”

      It was not, but he couldn’t tell the man his reason, nor could he explain what had happened to Ilianna. That opened up too many questions, and he didn’t think that he could answer them convincingly.

      “Why was I tested?” Lacertin asked.

      The man tapped his fingers on the book on his lap and studied the leather cover. “Do you have faith, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      Lacertin thought it a strange question, especially with what he had been through. “I believe in the Great Mother,” he said carefully.

      The man breathed out softly. “The Mother. In your kingdoms, she is worthy, is she not? A representation of all the known elements, binding them in her spirit.”

      Lacertin tensed again at the mention of spirit.

      The man didn’t seem to notice, and if he did, he made no expression. “We are in the Sunlands, once Rens. Here we do not worship the Mother. We recognize the strength that she offers, and understand her importance, but there is another who sits over the mother.”

      “Issa sits beneath the Great Mother,” Lacertin said.

      “Are you so certain?” the man asked. “Without Issa, we would not have day or night. We would not have the shadows and the light. We would not know the warmth of the sun, and the heat of a kiss, or even the hot breath of life. Much would be lost without Issa.”

      Lacertin turned to the man and glanced at the book in his lap, suddenly understanding. “Tell me, priest, did you bring me here to speak of philosophy?”

      “Would that bother you?”

      Lacertin had never been particularly faithful, not like some within the kingdoms. He noted the Great Mother when he shaped, particularly when he used each of the elements, but rarely did he pay much more attention than that. Incendin’s belief in Issa, and their worship, set them apart from the kingdoms, much like Chenir and their strange worship of the land, or Doma and the way they viewed water, following the Stormfather.

      None seemed particularly useful, nothing more than a way to comfort those without the ability to shape. Long ago, Lacertin had decided that the real power in the world came from the elements, regardless of what name they were called. Incendin might call fire Issa, and Doma might call water Stormfather, but they were the same.

      “Philosophy helps no one,” he said. “And your suffering here. Who does that help, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      Lacertin glanced at the mug, wishing for more water. “You want to know why I’ve come?”

      The priest said nothing. His hands stopped moving on top of the Book of Issa. Lacertin had never seen a copy; even in the archives of Ethea, they kept the only copy secured. The book was said to grant power, another superstition Lacertin suspected.

      “My king is dead. The kingdoms no longer wanted me to serve.”

      “That is your answer?”

      “The only one that matters.” He turned to stare into the flames of the hearth. Fire pulled on him in ways that it had not before, as if his time tormented by the Incendin fire shapers had affected his sensitivity. He could feel the way each tendril of flame crawled along the logs and had an urge to press more fire into it.

      Lacertin glanced over at the priest, who watched him with a knowing look on his face. How much had he revealed during his torture, and how much had Incendin discovered from their spies since he’d come?

      “Do you serve the new king?” the priest asked.

      Lacertin sighed. He would have, had he the opportunity, but Althem would not want him, even were Lacertin to want to serve. No, he did not serve Althem, not when the previous king still required so much of him. “I cannot.”

      The priest nodded. “Then you will serve Issa.”
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      Lacertin stood under the shadow of the Fire Fortress and stared up at the sky, wondering how long it had been since he had seen the sun. The priest stood behind him, trailing after him. Hot wind gusted out of the south, blowing against his skin and ruffling the tattered remains of his clothing. To the east, the pull of water called to him, though he could not see it, not from within the city. For as hot and dry as Incendin could be, the water along the coast called strongly to him. Were there only water shapers of much strength, Lacertin suspected they would be able to pull meaningful moisture from it, but Incendin almost seemed to prefer the heat and the sun.

      “How long has it been?” Lacertin asked.

      The priest stepped forward. “How long for what, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      He hadn’t figured out why the priest made a point of using his full name, nor why he added the extra inflection that implied his familiarity with old Rens, but decided that it didn’t matter, not so long as he was allowed to be free of his cell.

      “How long have I been held?”

      The priest turned his gaze to the sky and closed his eyes. A look of serene pleasure crossed his face. “You continue to speak as if you’ve been a prisoner here, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      “How can you claim that I was not? You held me in a cell, locked away and tortured.”

      The priest took a deep breath and turned, letting the sun shine on one cheek and then the other, the smile never leaving his face. “How do you believe that you were held when you have shown that you have access to the Fire Fortress?”

      Hadn’t he been held?

      When the torment stopped, he had finally taken the opportunity to check, but he hadn’t tried leaving the cell before, had he?

      “Why did they torture me?”

      “What you call torture, Issa would call a test. Fire either hardens or burns. We needed to know which way that you would respond.”

      Lacertin rubbed his hands over his arms at the memory of what they’d done to him, the pain and the way it had burned through him, the sensation of his skin practically scalded off his body, the blood within his veins boiling.

      “Is this what you do with all your shapers?” He couldn’t imagine a similar test at the university, especially as it came to fire. Already few enough came to the university to learn, many choosing to risk the crossing to Incendin or simply hide their ability. Lacertin had chosen to go to learn, wanting to discover if he could be more than fire.

      “Do you not wish to harden your shapers?” the priest asked. “Do you not need to know which of them will be capable?”

      “We offer to teach.”

      “And if they fail, how long does it take for you to know?”

      Lacertin didn’t have the answers. Other than when he had first learned to shape, he hadn’t spent enough time in the university to understand the intricacies of the philosophy behind teaching sensing and shaping.

      But some would take years before it was clear that they couldn’t shape, that they’d never be more than sensers. It was time the master shapers spent working with the student, coaxing them, time that often was wasted.

      Hadn’t Lacertin himself wished for a faster method of learning?

      “This is how you teach?” he asked.

      The priest finally pulled his eyes away from the sky. “Tell me, Lacertin Alaseth, can you replicate the shaping used on you?”

      Lacertin shivered at the thought. “You wouldn’t want to experience—”

      The priest raised his hand. “Do not presume to know what I want to experience.”

      Lacertin stared at the man before shaking his head and focusing on fire. The shaping that built from him was one that he’d never attempted—one that he never would have thought of attempting—but he’d experienced it well enough that he thought he understood its crafting. He pulled on fire, drawing on it with more precision than he had managed before his capture, and directed the shaping at the priest.

      He simply stared at Lacertin, a growing smile on his face.

      Lacertin felt heat radiating off the man, and then smelled the way his flesh started to burn, noting a hint of char curling the ends of his shorn hair.

      The man took a deep breath in and then exhaled, releasing the energy of Lacertin’s shaping, pressing it back on him with a powerful gust.

      Lacertin staggered back.

      “Issa claimed you had potential. I did not know that you would have so much.”

      Lacertin licked his lips. They had gone dry again, partly from his shaping and partly from the raw power that the priest had demonstrated. For him to simply extinguish the effect of Lacertin’s shaping… That was power and control unlike anything that he had ever witnessed.

      In the war with Incendin, the lisincend were the fiercest fire shapers the kingdoms encountered. A single lisincend had been known to stare down several of the kingdoms’ shapers and could even give a warrior shaper challenges. But they had nothing like what Lacertin saw from this priest.

      “How did you do that?”

      The man smiled. “You think Issa cannot control fire?”

      Lacertin shook his head. “That isn’t Issa. That’s a shaping, and one that I’ve never seen before.”

      The priest pushed his glasses up on his nose and clasped his hands together over the Book of Issa. “And have you seen every mystery in this world, Lacertin Alaseth? Do you think that you have all the answers that you need?”

      The question reminded him of why he had come. Speaking with the priest made it easy to forget, but he had a reason for coming to Incendin.

      “Why would you test me if you knew who I was?” Lacertin asked.

      With the question, the priest smiled. “What makes you think we knew?”

      Lacertin glanced down, touching his waist where his sword once would have been. “You would have seen my sword.”

      “Do you think that our shapers can recognize one sword from another?”

      Lacertin thought that they might, but didn’t know. And truly, it didn’t matter.

      “There would have been another way,” Lacertin said. He didn’t need to hide the fact that his brother had made the crossing. That, more than anything, would give Incendin reason enough for him to come.

      The priest waited, his head tipped to the side, sunlight catching off the glass.

      “Does Chasn know that I’m here?”

      “Brothers of Rens and separated by fire,” the priest said. “Such a thing displeases Issa.”

      “Now you claim to speak for Issa?”

      The priest turned his head and focused on Lacertin. “I speak to Issa. That is enough.”

      Lacertin sighed, wondering if that were true. He could claim to speak to the Great Mother, but that didn’t bring him any closer to understanding what he needed. It had not given him any more insight as to what happened to Ilton, or why. The only thing Lacertin had was a beloved king, now dead, and a life without any focus other than to find what happened.

      “Why do you continue to preach to me?” Lacertin asked.

      The priest started walking, leading him away from the Fire Fortress. The massive structure towered over everything, somehow avoiding casting a shadow over the city itself. From the street, the streamers of flame leaping from the tallest turrets were only barely visible. None within the kingdoms had ever learned the reason for the shaping. Most thought it simply vanity on the part of Incendin, a desire to show their ongoing prowess with fire. Lacertin had long suspected there had to be another reason.

      With the sun high overhead, it was midday or later. Throngs of people filled the street, all dressed in the similar thin fabrics of Incendin. Lacertin had spent some time within Incendin, but usually in the border cities, places nearer the kingdoms and Doma, places richer with water. The people in those cities were faithful to Incendin, but they shared a certain sympathy with the kingdoms, and there were whispers of unrest, a desire for peace. Ilton had long thought to play to that desire, thinking that he might find some way to unite the people, but the lisincend intervened, forcing the formation of the barrier.

      Here, near the Fire Fortress, the people were isolated enough that he had no idea how they viewed the kingdoms. As he looked at the faces of men and women and children that he passed, they appeared no different than those near the borders. Other than their clothes, they were often no different than those within Nara.

      “I do not think of myself preaching to you, Lacertin Alaseth. Think of it as a discussion.”

      He snorted. “A discussion that would be best had with Scholars of the Great Mother.”

      The priest pointed to the sky. “You think the scholars cannot have faith? Have they seen the Great Mother?”

      “Shapers can feel the effect of the Great Mother.”

      “As I can feel the hand of Issa.”

      Lacertin shook his head. “It’s not the same.”

      “Perhaps not to you, at least not yet. Tell me, Lacertin Alaseth, does your Great Mother grant you her protection?”

      “Does Issa?”

      The priest turned and motioned to the Fire Fortress behind them. “Look at the way our shapers call to Issa. Tell me that you cannot feel the touch on your skin. Tell me that you did not feel Issa’s cleansing while you were within our walls.”

      “I thought you said it was a test.”

      The priest smiled. “Can they not be the same?”

      Lacertin shook his head. “And you released me why? Because I passed?”

      “As I have told you, you were never imprisoned.”

      “You may not think so, but what would have happened had I tried to leave?”

      “That would have been the will of Issa.”

      “And now? Why are you with me?”

      “Because Issa chose you, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      They stopped near a long building with a roof overhanging the building. A sign above the building was written with words Lacertin didn’t recognize. A picture depicting the sun rising over rocks served those unable to read.

      A soft bell tinkled as the priest pushed the door open and stepped inside. Lacertin followed, not certain what to expect, but surprised to find a clothing store. A small shopkeeper glanced up as they entered. Seeing the priest, the man bobbed his head and reached for the priest’s hand, taking it and drawing it to his lips in a soft kiss.

      “Ishan, I would have your help with our guest,” the priest said.

      Ishan looked at Lacertin and nodded. “Of course, my San. Whatever you would ask of me, it will be given.”

      San. Lacertin had heard the word before, but had trouble placing it. There was old Rens in the term, but some that he wasn’t as familiar with.

      “He is an honored guest, Ishan, and must be dressed accordingly. Is this something you can accomplish?”

      Ishan pulled a length of cloth from his pocket and quickly made measurements of Lacertin’s arms, neck, and legs. He pressed his lips together and nodded once. “I think I have something that will work for now, my San, until I can tailor specifically for him.”

      The priest nodded.

      Ishan hurried to the back of his store, disappearing behind the rows of clothing.

      Lacertin stood dumbfounded. All these months he had been tortured. He had expected the torment, had known risking himself coming to Incendin that he would likely suffer, and he had.

      And now kindness.

      Lacertin had experienced enough negotiations over the years to know there were many ways to convince someone to do what you wanted, but in all his time serving Ilton, he had never known Incendin capable of kindness. Brutality, yes. These were hard lands, and he’d always viewed the people as equally hard, but never friendly. Never kind.

      “What is this about?” Lacertin asked.

      The priest only smiled. “You cannot serve Issa dressed in this,” he said, fingering the tattered remains of Lacertin’s clothing.

      Lacertin dropped his voice. “I can’t serve Issa at all.”

      “You are mistaken, Lacertin Alaseth. Is that not why you came to the Sunlands?”

      Lacertin tensed. Maybe this was all part of a test, a way for the priest to discover information that he hadn’t shared during his torture. “I came to learn fire,” he said carefully, “not convert to your Incendin religion.”

      The priest’s smile widened. “You cannot serve fire without Issa, Lacertin Alaseth. You will see that they are the same.”

      Ishan returned with bundle of clothing in his arms and looked from the priest to Lacertin. “I did not know the style, my San.”

      “He is a Servant of Issa,” the priest answered.

      Ishan nodded and sorted through the bundle of clothing until he found what he was looking for. Satisfied, he brought the bundle to Lacertin and held it out.

      Lacertin said nothing. There seemed nothing for him to say as Ishan held out the clothes to him before finally settling on what would work.

      Through it all, the priest only stared at Lacertin with his warm expression and eyes that reminded him far too much of Ilton.
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      Lacertin sat in a small room in the Fire Fortress, staring at the wall. A painting of what he suspected was a depiction of Issa hung along the wall, with a face too bright to see and everything beneath shaded.

      For some reason, the painting made him think of Ilton.

      He shifted the fabric of the clothes the priest arranged for him, his fingers running along the cool, thin fabric. The style was different than what he usually saw with Incendin, and Lacertin had been surprised at how comfortable it was.

      Now even his last connection to Ethea was gone.

      A part of him wished that he had his sword. Not the one that he’d borrowed from the king in his escape, but the one that had been taken from him when he returned from the border with Veran. Even Ilton’s sword would be a welcome familiarity.

      Lacertin still didn’t know what to make of the fact that the torment had not continued. After taking him for clothes, the priest had returned with him to the Fire Fortress and set him up with a room somewhere in the middle. Lacertin tried paying attention to where the priest had brought him, but quickly lost track.

      And now he sat here alone.

      A pitcher of water rested on a table near him. Since freeing himself from the cell, water had been freely given. Maybe there had been a reason they avoided it while he suffered. With the water, and refreshed now by food and drink, he felt the pull of all the elements on him again. Not only water—which was much easier for him to detect now that he wasn’t as thirsty as he had been—but also with earth, the presence of earth pushing all around him, much more than he would have expected within a palace devoted to fire. Even wind, though the wind that gusted through this part of Incendin was hot and dry, so different than the cool breeze of the kingdoms.

      Then there was the sense of fire.

      Lacertin noted it all around him. Fire practically burned within the stone, but that shouldn’t be possible. In his time in the university, the earliest lessons taught how each element had a complement and an opposite. Fire and earth countered each other, which was why so few warriors were strong in both. Water was neutral with respect to fire, and wind often augmented it. Lacertin didn’t understand the intricacies of why that would be—such study was best left to the archivists—but had never known fire and stone to be so strongly tied.

      Not just the stone had the sense of fire burning throughout it. The air pressed on him with more heat than he expected, so that each breath dried his lungs. In spite of the heat, every hearth danced with flames, almost a demonstration of the power possible from fire shaping.

      Lacertin stood, a restless energy burning through him. He had been confined long enough, tormented for months, and now that he was finally free, he didn’t want to stay confined any longer. The priest had made it seem as if he were not a prisoner, though Lacertin didn’t see how that would be possible. He might not be a prisoner in a traditional sense, but he couldn’t leave the Fire Fortress without Incendin permission, and the only person that he’d actually spoken to—truly spoken to—had been the priest, and he didn’t even know his name.

      But if he were free to wander the Fire Fortress, would he be able to find out what had happened to Ilton? There might be some evidence that he could discover, at least a clue about where to begin looking for who Incendin might have been working with.

      Lacertin pulled the door open.

      The hall outside was empty. He hadn’t expected to find anyone there. Truthfully, part of him hadn’t expected to be able to even open the door, thinking that the priest would have locked him in the room. But he had not.

      Pulling the thin shirt around him, he stepped into the hall, the slippers on his feet barely making any sound as they tracked across the stone. Through the thin fabric, Lacertin felt heat radiating from the stone, as if it were some sort of oven, almost as if the entire fortress were shaped with fire. Such a shaping would be impossible, wouldn’t it? How could their fire shapers manage something with that intensity, and manage to maintain it? And why would they bother?

      He pushed away the questions. He had not come to Incendin to learn more about its people. He had come to find what happened to his king, and to help his people.

      A narrow hall stretched outside the room, running the length of the fortress. Lanterns created a soft glow, granting the black stone something of a sheen. Lacertin touched his fingers to the stone, thinking to find it wet here, but it was not.

      At the end of the hall, he turned left. To the right were more rooms lining a wider corridor, but the other direction was less clear. If he were to find answers, he would find them within the palace.

      With each step, he feared discovery. Not from the priest. Were the old man to find him, he would likely escort Lacertin back to the room, and perhaps lock him in this time. But what if one of the fire shapers discovered him? They had already demonstrated their willingness to torment him, regardless of what intent the priest claimed.

      Another turn, and he smelled food simmering in the distance. His mouth watered, surprising given the foreign flavors he’d found so far while in Incendin, but there was something about them that reminded him of a simpler time, when he and his brother still lived with their mother long after their father had died. Her cooking was more traditional for their part of Nara, but different than what he’d found in the rest of the kingdoms.

      Lacertin turned away from the kitchen. That way would be populated by cooks and servants and others that he wanted to avoid, at least until he had a better idea of what he might find in the palace.

      Lacertin skirted the kitchen, ducking into corners whenever he heard someone moving in the halls. That was less frequent than he would have expected, and certainly less frequent than what he would have found in the palace in Ethea. When he had been there, servants were never all that far away, close enough that were he to have any needs, they would make certain they were satisfied. When Lacertin had stayed in the palace, when he had lived within its walls, the white-clad servants had been almost a sort of background noise, a constant presence that he learned to ignore. So far in the Fire Fortress, he had barely seen anyone other than the priest and his tormentors.

      The next hall changed. Lanterns were brighter and set closer together. Walls were decorated with artwork, both woven tapestries made with such skill that he found it hard to believe they weren’t painted, as well as traditional painting, though in a style that was unique to Incendin.

      A door opened and he pressed himself against a wall. The person coming out wore a long cloak hanging off one shoulder, leaving the other exposed. Long, dark hair hung down to the middle of her back. She had a sharp jawline and her mouth clenched in a frown.

      When she passed Lacertin, she nodded and kept moving.

      Lacertin waited, still expecting that a shaping would strike him at any time, fearful that she was a fire shaper like his tormentors had been. The dress was certainly the same, and the set to her jaw was much like the last woman who had come to him, but she ignored him as she made her way by.

      He sighed and leaned back against the wall.

      He should return to the room, but now that he was out, and now that he wandered the Fire Fortress, curiosity got the better of him. What else might he find? What secrets could he learn, secrets that shapers and warriors would once nearly trade their lives to reach?

      And didn’t he trade his life for access to these secrets?

      Lacertin wanted information, but he didn’t think that he would truly be allowed to escape from Incendin with his life. The priest might speak of Issa, a god of fire, and claim that Lacertin would serve Issa, but the gods had never been particularly interested in helping. The only god he had faith in was the Great Mother, and that only because he believed that he had felt her touch, that his ability to reach each of the elements stemmed from his connection to her, rather than any other force. And fire might be stronger for him, but that didn’t mean the other elements were weaker. That was the reason the other nations celebrated different deities, each as difficult to believe as Issa.

      He pulled open the door the woman had come out of, not certain what to expect, but surprised nonetheless.

      Inside was a massive room. Shelves lined the walls, and books were stuffed into the shelves, packed so tightly that no space remained. It was an archive, and one much like the archives in Ethea.

      He pulled the door closed and looked around. Light came from a single lantern hanging from the ceiling and glowing with a brilliant white light. A shaper lantern, and much like those found within the kingdoms. Had he any doubt that the ancient kingdoms and the people of Rens once communicated, the similarities would have removed them.

      Lacertin made his way around the room, looking at the covers of the books. Most were written in old Rens, a language he didn’t speak well enough to understand, but a few had evidence of Ishthin, the earliest language of the kingdoms.

      He pulled one of the books from the shelf at random and started flipping through the pages. The book was ancient, much older than any that he’d ever been allowed to access in the archives. The words would take hours for him to decipher, but there were diagrams as well, most depicting strange animals that he had never seen.

      He set it down and reached for another when a soft cough made him turn.

      The woman he’d seen in the hall stood at the door, watching him with a flat expression. “Are you supposed to be here?”

      Lacertin touched the book that he’d been reaching for, his fingers running along the supple leather cover. He pulled it from the shelf as he debated his answer. For him to get the answers to the questions that had brought him to Incendin, he would need help. The priest seemed more interested in trying to convert him. This woman, dressed like one of the Incendin shapers, at least spoke to him as if he were a person.

      After all the time that he’d been isolated, a part of him craved the connection with someone else, even if it might be a fire shaper who might eventually want to torture him again.

      “I don’t know.”

      Her eyes widened as he spoke. “You are from the kingdoms.”

      “From Nara.” Lacertin had decided before attempting the crossing that he would have to reveal his ties to Nara. Most in Incendin had sympathy for those of Nara, thinking that they could be drawn back into Rens.

      She stepped into the room and pushed the door closed. “Many come to us from Nara. Few manage to learn enough to be useful. Fewer still are allowed within the Temple.”

      Lacertin frowned. What temple had he entered? Would she do something to him now that he had?

      “I didn’t mean to offend,” he said.

      She glanced at the book in his hand. “Not offend, but to study, it seems.”

      “I didn’t know that you had such a collection.”

      The woman glared at him. “You think the kingdoms the only place that cares about scholarship? You think your university the only place where one can learn about the ancients and their connection to the elements and the elementals?”

      Lacertin looked back down to the book in his hand, puzzling through the language before realizing that the word was likely old Rens for saldam. He knew of saldam as one of the elementals, but there had been none able to speak to the elementals, to listen to them and understand them, for generations. Most of the scholars now believed such a connection had been lost to time, that perhaps the ancient shapers had somehow angered the elementals.

      He cared little for such questions. He was never going to be a scholar, regardless of his interest in the ancient histories and the connections that could be made to the present day politics. He had been asked to serve in a different way, drawn by a different skill set.

      “I didn’t think that,” he said softly. “Again, I am sorry if I offended.”

      The woman took another step toward him, her eyes flashing with a bright intensity. “How long have you been within the Sunlands?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She sniffed. “You think to hide from me the answer?”

      Lacertin shook his head. “I don’t think to hide from you anything. I don’t know.”

      Her eyes seemed to appraise him differently, taking in the shirt he wore and glancing down to his feet. As she did, her eyes widened. “How is it that you survived the testing?”

      Lacertin laughed bitterly. “Why is it that everyone continues to refer to it as testing? Why not admit that you tortured me?”

      “Issa would not permit that. Not in her temple.”

      Lacertin glanced around. “That’s what this is?”

      “You think it is something else?”

      “I thought…” He didn’t know what he had thought, but certainly not that the Fire Fortress was some sort of temple to Issa. That explained the energy expended to maintain the shaping, and the desire to have an ongoing connection to Issa.

      “You didn’t answer how you survived,” she said.

      “Because I don’t know. I was… tested,” he said, and she nodded, “and then it stopped. When I made my way from the cell,” he paused, wondering if she would take offense to him calling it a cell, but he had no other term for it. He had been locked in a cell, regardless of whether he would have been allowed to leave. “When I made my way from the cell, I found the priest. The San.”

      The woman’s eyes widened again. “Not just tested, but made a Servant,” she whispered.

      “What does that mean?”

      She took the book from his hands and placed it back on the shelf. “It means that you have a connection to Issa, even if you do not know it now.”

      The woman stepped between Lacertin and the shelves, thrusting her chest forward, as if attempting to draw his attention. Lacertin stepped back and turned toward the door. He didn’t need any fire shaper attempting to seduce him.

      Fire burned brightly, raging hot and intense, and most who shaped fire felt it as an intense connection, one that could flame passions as well as hatred. Warrior shapers generally avoided that fate, but shapers of fire exclusively usually did not. Most quickly surged to anger, but just as quickly surged to lust.

      “You’re no better than the priest.”

      The woman smiled at him, the barest hint of amusement turning her mouth. “Indeed?”

      “If I’m not tortured, I’m being told that I will serve Issa.”

      “If you’re not here to serve, then why did you come?” She started toward him, shifting her hands to her hips.

      Had he angered her already? Doing so would not help his need for information, but so far he hadn’t found anything useful anyway, nothing other than the fact that Incendin had an archive much like existed in Ethea.

      “I came because I wanted to know fire.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and her sharp jaw clenched. “You cannot know fire without Issa, son of Nara. And you have been chosen if you passed the test.”

      “What does it mean for me to be chosen?”

      Her mouth pinched in a frown. “If you wish answers to these questions, you should ask Issa for enlightenment.”

      Lacertin grunted. “And if Issa does not answer?”

      She pulled on her cloak and started for the door. “Then you do what the rest of the Sunlands would do.”

      “What is that?”

      She glanced over her shoulder as she reached the door. “Ask the San.”
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      No one made any attempt to stop him as he wandered the Fire Fortress over the next few days. The priest joined him for meals but was absent for much of the day, leaving Lacertin with the choice of either remaining in the room by himself or venturing out and exploring. Given the reason that he’d come, he often wandered.

      Lacertin had learned that the servants would not speak to him. They all nodded respectfully but they never met his eyes and backed to the wall whenever he approached, attempting to speak.

      The days confined in the fortress took on a certain normalcy, leaving him almost forgetting what had happened to him when he’d been confined to the cell. Lacertin learned his way around this level of the fortress, discovering that there were others he could not access, a set of stairs blocked from him.

      Most of the time, he remained within the archives.

      Partly he searched for answers, but partly he found the selection of texts impressive. The age of the texts was clear from the texture to the paper and the leather of the cover. Within Ethea, such texts would have been reserved for the archivists only. There seemed no such restrictions here.

      The other reason he went to the archives was the hope that he might see the fire shaper again. When Lacertin had spoken to her, there had been something about her that reminded him in some ways of Jayna, and in other ways of Ilianna. Serving Ilton had prevented him from ever having the opportunity to have the chance with Ilianna, as much as both of them would have wanted such a chance. And Jayna… with her, there had been a connection, but the timing had been terrible.

      Not that now was any better, but he felt a certain loneliness here, a sense that worsened the longer he was here, trapped within the fire fortress.

      When he made it to the archives, he found it occupied.

      Not by the fire shaper, though a part of him had wished that she had been there when he arrived, but the San. He sat at one of the tables and glanced up as Lacertin entered. The Book of Issa sat next to him on the table.

      “Lacertin Alaseth,” he said.

      “You don’t have to use my full name each time you see me,” Lacertin said.

      The priest smiled. “Are you certain that Issa hasn’t requested that I show you the meaning of your name?”

      Lacertin took a seat opposite him. The priest hadn’t seemed surprised by Lacertin’s sudden appearance, meaning that he either knew that Lacertin had been coming here, or that he didn’t mind that he did.

      Was it strange that he’d been in the Fire Fortress for as long as he had and still had seen no sign of the lisincend? He would have expected them to be present within the fortress. More than the fire shapers within the palace, Lacertin feared what would happen when he encountered the lisincend.

      “Why am I here?” Lacertin asked.

      The priest smiled. “If you must ask, then you are farther from where you need to be than I realized, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin grunted. “You don’t care that I come here?”

      The priest spread his hands and motioned toward the rows of shelves. “What is here that Issa would not reveal to you?”

      “The archives in the university are restricted,” Lacertin said. He should be more careful and try to keep details from Incendin, but there was a part of him that wanted to share with the priest. The man had been nothing but friendly to him, and with his wire-framed spectacles and closely shorn hair, he seemed harmless rather than dangerous.

      He realized the folly, even as he made it. Incendin would want to ease him into a sense of relaxation, and when he began to believe that they wanted nothing more than to work with him, to teach him how they shaped fire, then they would begin tormenting him again.

      Only, he saw no sign of that from the priest.

      “Why would knowledge be restricted?” the priest asked.

      Lacertin shrugged. “The archivists feel that knowing what transpired in the past can be dangerous, and that there needs to be a certain level of understanding before you can see them.”

      The priest set his hands on the table. A book lay flat in front of him, the edges of the pages curling slightly up, and he leaned forward to fix Lacertin with an amused expression. “If we fail to learn from the past, how can we avoid repeating our mistakes?”

      Ilton had often had the same philosophy. It was because of Ilton that Lacertin made a point of studying the histories, learning as much as he was allowed, preparing so that he would be ready for what Ilton asked of him next.

      “You sound like the king.”

      “Indeed?” the priest asked.

      Lacertin shrugged. He looked over the priest’s hands and at the page he had open, trying to see what the priest might be reading about. The page was written in Ishthin, and the language was difficult to read as it always was, but diagrams were fixed on the page about halfway down.

      “What are you reading about?” he asked.

      The priest glanced up from the page and turned the book so that Lacertin could better see it. He worked through the Ishthin, noting the parts of the language that he recognized, and realized that he studied elementals.

      Lacertin smiled. “Does Issa think that you should learn to speak to the elementals again? Perhaps Issa has answers why we no longer can.”

      The priest took the book back and turned it so that the writing faced him. He looked at Lacertin, and with the barest hint of a smile, asked, “Are you so certain that we no longer speak to them?”

      Lacertin shrugged. There were stories of people still able to speak to the elementals, but he doubted that any of them were true. If they were, why wouldn’t the elementals choose to speak to someone with power and the ability to use the knowledge that they offered? Why keep the secret hidden?

      “I think that we have lost much of what we once were,” he answered.

      “Perhaps in the kingdoms.”

      “And your lisincend? Do they serve Issa? Do they still even serve fire?”

      The priest closed the book and pulled the Book of Issa back in front of him. For a moment, Lacertin thought that he might stand and leave, but instead, he started thumbing through the pages of the book. When he found the section he was looking for, he opened the page and began reading. He was otherwise silent.

      Finally, he took a deep breath and closed the Book of Issa. “The creatures you call the lisincend serve Issa more than you will ever know.”

      “Even with the hatred that surges through them?”

      Lacertin didn’t have to struggle to understand the way that fire twisting the lisincend would draw them even deeper into the passions. They would be filled with lust, and anger, and rage, and passions of all kinds. It was the only explanation that he had for the way the lisincend were.

      The priest nodded slowly. “They embrace fire,” he started. “And most feel they are called by Issa to serve.”

      “Is that what you think of me?”

      “Is that what you think of yourself, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      Lacertin couldn’t imagine the desire to change himself with a shaping, to use such fire and turn it upon himself as the lisincend had done, but could not deny the power that they achieved in the shaping. He had wondered what would happen if an earth shaper did the same, or wind, or even water. Was something like the shaping the reason there were elementals?

      Only, the lisincend were not elementals. They had enhanced power and strength with fire, but they were not the same as the energy that under laid everything in the world, the connections that together were accessed by the Great Mother.

      “I could not,” he said.

      “Then that is not how Issa will call you to serve.”

      Lacertin laughed softly. “I thought that Issa had already called me. That it was the reason that I had been spared from my torture.”

      “Test,” the priest said.

      “Test. If you think that is what it was, then you should experience it.”

      “How would I serve Issa if I did not know the strength and the power that could be given by following? No, Lacertin Alaseth, I think that you should understand the nature of the test.”

      The priest reach across the table and grabbed his hands. He had moved so quickly that Lacertin had been unable to react. As he did, the steady sense of fire began creeping across his skin. He recognized it from the last time that he’d been tormented, only this was much more subtle and built slowly, steadily, until he felt it within his veins, as if trying to burn through him.

      Lacertin had been ready for it. He thought that he could ignore it, but a part of him simply didn’t want to experience the torment any longer. He had known it often enough since coming to Incendin.

      More than that, though, he had seen the way the priest had drawn off the effect of fire. Learning from another’s shaping wasn’t always easy, but for Lacertin, and with fire, he had never had much difficulty in seeing a shaping and understanding how to form it. This was no different.

      As the shaping built, as the torture built, he pulled it away, sending it into the stone.

      He didn’t dare pull the shaping into himself. From everything the kingdoms had learned, that was the beginning to the lisincend. Lacertin knew there was more to it—there had to be for such a shaping—but he wouldn’t risk himself.

      The burning in his veins and along his skin faded, deflected into the ground.

      “I’m tired of being tormented,” he said softly as the shaping dissipated.

      The priest smiled. “How are you certain that this isn’t still all part of the test?”

      Lacertin pulled his hands back, resisting the urge to jerk them away. The priest stared at him, watching Lacertin with knowing eyes, and smiled.

      “You have shown the reason that Issa has chosen you, Lacertin Alaseth. There are shapers in the Sunlands who will study their entire lives and still not be able to pass the testing. There are shapers who will search for answers, never to find them. They will want to move with Issa, to be one with Issa, but they will not have the potential that you have just shown.”

      Lacertin rubbed his hands together, keeping his eyes fixed on the table. “That is not Issa, priest. That is shaping.”

      The priest smiled. “And where do you think the ability with shaping comes from?”

      “I think that we’ve had this conversation before,” Lacertin said. “And my answer is no different now then it was then.”

      The priest pulled the Book of Issa to him and smiled. “You think the Great Mother is the source of everything, but you will see, Lacertin Alaseth, there are things that even your Great Mother cannot explain.”

      The priest stood and tipped his head to Lacertin before leaving him alone in the archives.
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      The nights in Incendin were cool, much cooler than the day. Even on the edge of the waste, in his homeland of Nara, the nights would be much cooler.

      Nights were when much work could be done, but they could also be dangerous. Everything came alive at night, from the desert fox to the gilander lizards that would pull themselves off the rock and begin hunting, to the smaller creatures like mice and even the insects. All would come out, coming alive in the cool of the darkness.

      Near the Fire Fortress, much effort was made to push back the night.

      The flames leaping off the top of the fortress did most of the work, burning brightly, like a torch that danced, though Lacertin could feel the strange stirrings of the shaping used within them. The shaping was complex, one that he had never seen before coming to the Fire Fortress. Strange that he would detect it now when he hadn’t noticed that it was shaped previously.

      All around the city raged controlled fires. Lanterns burned along the streets, adding to the light of the flames. The brightness all seemed as if it attempted to push back the night.

      “You still haven’t told me your name,” Lacertin said. It was the first time the priest had brought him outside the Fire Fortress since he’d clothed him. In the days… or was it weeks? …since then, Lacertin had come to know the fortress, but little else. He had not managed to leave his floor and had not seen any sign of anyone other than servants and the priest who brought him his meals. Even the fire shaper he met in the archives had not returned.

      He shifted the long shirt that he wore, adjusting the way it wrapped around his body. The thin fabric was strangely cool but it clung to him. No longer did it feel so foreign to him, though he still marveled at the way it cooled him.

      “No? And you still haven’t understood yours, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin carried with him the collection of clothing the priest had asked the tailor to fashion for him. Ishan had fashioned him a complete wardrobe, and maybe that was the only reason the priest had brought him from the fortress, but Lacertin enjoyed the change and the cool breeze, even the brightness of the fires burning all around him in the city.

      Lacertin thought there had been activity earlier in the day, but the city was vibrant at night, loud voices and strange music coming from open doors they passed, the sounds more celebration than Lacertin would have expected in Incendin.

      After picking up the clothing from Ishan’s shop, the priest had led him to what had initially appeared to be a tavern, but Lacertin had learned was something else. The priest had sat him at a table among a dozen others, all who had welcomed him without question, and served him a meal that consisted of meats and vegetables and soup that rivaled anything that he’d ever tasted before, even better than the food he’d grown accustomed to within the fortress.

      The people had been strangely welcoming, nodding to him cordially and treating him with a hint of the same respect that he was afforded when in Ethea, but there that was because he was Lacertin, First Warrior to King Ilton.

      Now he no longer knew what he would be. Even when he returned to the kingdoms, he didn’t know.

      “You have clothed me and fed me. What now? Will you take me to a bathhouse and bathe me? Would you see me to a masseuse? Perhaps you have a brothel and would like to ply me with women.”

      “Would any of those requests bring you joy, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      Lacertin stared at him, wondering if the priest made some sort of joke. “I… I don’t understand what you’re doing with me. First I am tortured—”

      “We have discussed that.”

      “And now you dress me and feed me as if I am a guest in your house.”

      The priest spread his hands out around him. “You are a guest in my house. Only, my house is all of this. You were tested by Issa and chosen to serve. That is enough.”

      Frustration that had been building over the last few days bubbled to the surface. “But I’m a warrior of the kingdoms!”

      The priest tipped his head toward Lacertin and frowned. As always, the Book of Issa was clasped between his hands. “Is that still how you see yourself, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      Lacertin didn’t know how to respond. When he’d come to Incendin, he had done so needing to find Ilton’s killer. Incendin was responsible; he was certain of that. With hound venom used on the king, there could be no other explanation. Over the last few days, he’d searched with less and less intensity for information that might lead him to who might have helped Incendin, though he wondered if he would ever find that information in the archives. As far as he had discovered, there was nothing but stories about the elementals and the history of Rens, all written in old Rens. Lacertin could no more read that than he could understand why the priest had been so welcoming to him.

      But the question still triggered something within him. Was that what happened? Did the priest think to dissuade him of the reason that he’d come? More than that, did he still see himself as a warrior of the kingdoms?

      Always before, that had been his identity, even as he served Ilton, chasing impossible tasks that Ilton assigned to him, tearing him away from the rest of the warriors and separating him. Never before had that bothered him. Lacertin understood the purpose, had believed in the purpose, and known that he served as his king demanded.

      What would he be once he satisfied Ilton’s last request?

      Would he still be a warrior of the kingdoms, even after everything that he’d been forced to do to find Ilton’s killer, or would he be something else? Lacertin wondered if he would ever be able to return to the kingdoms.

      He had never given much thought to that, but in the time that he’d been gone, Theondar and Althem likely had grown even more bitter about what happened. They would never welcome him back, and without the king and the First Warrior, there was little chance that he could serve.

      And here, in Incendin of all places, he had fallen into a certain sort of peace. It was the kind of peace that he’d never been able to find while in the kingdoms, the kind of peace that he’d never been able to find while serving Ilton.

      The priest smiled and held the book out in front of him. “Issa has answers, Lacertin Alaseth. You must only have the faith to ask.”

      “What if they’re not the answers I want?” he asked.

      “Want means nothing to Issa. It is the answers you need that will be provided.”

      The priest led him through the streets, guiding him away from the fortress. The farther they went into the city, the more uncomfortable Lacertin became. He had grown accustomed to his place in the fortress and had grown complacent, knowing that the attacks on him had finally eased, but would they return? And if they did, would he be ready?

      And did it matter?

      He wasn’t wanted back in the kingdoms. Theondar had made that clear, and his escape had shown that he would not be welcomed back. The other warriors would be searching for him, looking for reasons to attack, but Theondar would have given them the reason. More than even losing Ilton, losing Ilianna would be devastating to the kingdoms.

      There wasn’t anything that he could do that would change anything, was there? Nothing more than suffer. Here, the priest offered him something that had been missing for long enough that he hadn’t realized he needed it: peace.

      The priest led him to the edge of the city, beyond orderly rows of houses, all with flames burning brightly within. Lanterns along the street gave more than enough light for him to see his way, and the farther they walked, the more the sound of waves crashing began to fill the air.

      “Where are you taking me?” he asked after they had been walking in silence for so long that Lacertin’s dangerous thoughts began to return, those that told him that he didn’t need to find Ilton’s attacker, that he didn’t need to search for who within the kingdoms had betrayed them.

      Peace was a myth, one that he had seen shattered time and time again while in the service of Ilton. Good intentions turned, and even the barrier wasn’t enough to keep the people of the kingdoms safe.

      “You must see something for yourself,” the priest said.

      They continued beyond the edge of the city, into the darkness, with the lights of the flames and lanterns fading behind them. They reached the rocks overlooking the water, the splashing of waves crashing far below, and nothing but darkness stretching away from them.

      Only, as he stood there, Lacertin saw that wasn’t completely true. Bright moonlight trailed along the surface of the water, rolling with each wave. Starlight twinkled softly, casting a glow along the water. Hot wind battled with a cooler breeze that gusted in from the east.

      Otherwise, there was silence all around him.

      They stood for long moment, letting the sounds of the sea carry and wash over them.

      “Even in the Sunlands, water allows you to forget.”

      “What makes you think I want to forget?”

      “You came to us, Lacertin Alaseth. Why would you not want to forget?”

      Lacertin could think of dozens of reasons he would want to forget, and a few reasons to remember. Wasn’t that why he had come here? The longer he spent left alone, either in the Incendin archives or with the priest, the less he remembered the reasons that he had come.

      Far below, as the waves crashed along the rocks, sending salt spray toward him, leaving his lips with a hint of the sea, he felt a strange sense of relaxation.

      Why would it be here that he would experience such peace? If anything, he should know peace in Ethea, shouldn’t he? Shouldn’t Lacertin find a way to be more at ease within the kingdoms rather than outside? But strangely, over the last few days, he had felt more relaxed than he ever had before.

      Standing on the shore, with the rocks below him, the sound of the sea washing in and out, he could almost forget why he had come.

      “Why did you bring me here, priest?”

      “Always questions, but never the right ones, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin let the sounds of the ocean sweep over him. “You don’t need to use my full name.”

      “No? You would have me call you by another?”

      The question was loaded, but he didn’t know quite what the priest implied. “I would know what you intend for me to see here.”

      “What if it is not what I would have for you to see, but what Issa would have you see?”

      “Because Issa didn’t guide me out to the edge of the city and lead me to the rocks.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      Lacertin inhaled deeply, savoring the way the salt smell filled his nose. In some ways, standing here reminded him of the best places within the kingdoms. Nara, his homeland, had much of the heat and the rocks that pressed on his awareness. Vatten, a place of water and spray like the ocean crashing below him, had always been welcoming to him in spite of the fact that he shaped water weakly. The cool wind was much like he knew in Galen, with the gusting wind blowing in out of the mountains. There was little of Ter other than a similar flat expanse.

      “I’m not certain of anything any longer,” Lacertin said softly.

      “That is a step,” the priest began. “The first one, but necessary to knowing what you would become.”

      “And what is that?” Lacertin opened his eyes and met the priest’s intense gaze. Moonlight reflected off his glasses and out here under the darkness, there was less of Ilton to him than he seemed while in the Fire Fortress. “You think that I’m somehow supposed to serve Issa, that I will convert to your religion, but that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Tell me, Lacertin Alaseth, why are you here?”

      He almost shared, almost opened up to the priest, but that would do nothing other than reveal the fact that he still served his king, if he had not revealed that already. Instead, he turned and stared out over the water, listening to the call of the waves.

      “Water is different here,” he remarked.

      “The water of the Sunlands is different than what you are familiar with in the kingdoms, but the salt and the spray are the same everywhere.” The priest turned and looked at Lacertin, holding his gaze. “What is it you feel when you stand here?”

      “I feel… at peace.”

      The priest nodded. “That is not always the case for you, is it?”

      Lacertin breathed out softly. “Rarely,” he agreed. “Never might be a better answer.”

      “And why is that?”

      There was something about the priest that drew answers out of him, even when Lacertin knew that he should be guarded. “You know who I am… was,” he corrected.

      “I know that you are Lacertin Alaseth.”

      “Then you know that I am a warrior of the kingdoms.”

      The priest smiled with a soft sigh. “The warrior of the kingdoms, some would say.”

      Lacertin felt drawn to the edge of the rock, and traced his foot along the edge. He could jump from here, take off on a shaping of wind and fire, and leave Incendin. Little they did truly confine him, he realized. Other than Ilton’s request—his final request—there was nothing that held him here, nothing that would tie him to Incendin. He could go to Doma, to Chenir, even across the sea to the Xsa Isles or beyond. And if he did, what would he lose? What would the kingdoms lose? Probably nothing now. They had already lost their king and their princess. What did it matter if they lost another warrior?

      As far as the kingdoms knew, they had already lost him. Theondar had made that clear when he chased him to the borders. And now with the barrier in place, returning would be difficult, if not impossible. Lacertin could make his way around the barrier, bypassing Chenir, and come in off the sea. His travels to the far north had proven that he was capable of maintaining a shaping like that. But once he returned, what would he face?

      Theondar and his bias. Other warriors and shapers influenced by him. None knowing how he had served, the sacrifices he had made over the years on behalf of his king and the kingdoms. And he had no one to blame but himself. Lacertin had been the one to set himself apart, he had been the one to hold himself away from everyone else, all in the name of service. It was that service that had prevented him from finding any true happiness, from having an opportunity with Ilianna, and even from the possibility—however remote—of something with Jayna. He was alone, but had none to blame but himself.

      “Yes,” Lacertin said finally, breaking the silence that had grown between them. The priest didn’t seem to mind, and Lacertin wondered if that was all a part of his plan, using the silence and Lacertin’s own introspection to force him into thinking about what he had been. Likely the priest knew quite well what Lacertin had done and how that had impacted Incendin. “The First Warrior to King Ilton,” he said. “In that, I had many responsibilities.”

      “Interesting that you rarely were known to fight,” the priest observed.

      Lacertin shook his head. All he would need to do would be to jump. The wind and his shaping would carry him. He could reach Xsa well before morning, and he had been there enough times that he would find shelter, wouldn’t he?

      Except, Xsa valued their trade with the kingdoms. Harboring a wanted man was a sure way of endangering that, even if it took years to discover. Lacertin would have to abandon shaping, or do so in secret, were he to remain. It was the same if he went elsewhere, to places like Doma or Chenir. Only Incendin had no meaningful trade with the kingdoms, and only in Incendin could he walk openly.

      “Ilton always had other uses for me,” Lacertin said.

      “Because he knew you would not fight or because he preferred using you in a different way?”

      Lacertin had assumed it was the latter, but would he have fought? Certainly he had when needed. He thought of the hounds and how they had attacked Veran, or earlier, when the war began. Even then, Ilton had pulled him away from the front line of the battle, claiming that he needed him, that there were other ways he would be used.

      He’d never considered the possibility that Ilton hadn’t wanted him to fight.

      Had the king feared his loyalty?

      No, Lacertin didn’t think that likely, not with some of missions he had sent him on.

      What then?

      “I can see you don’t know,” the priest said.

      “I know what I’ve been asked to do over the years.”

      “Such as creating separation, where before there had been none.”

      Lacertin felt himself tense. Perhaps this was the reason behind the questioning. The priest had been sent to probe him for information, possibly hoping to force or convince Lacertin to reveal secrets that he should not. It would explain why he had treated him with kindness, and why he had given him clothing and food and the freedom to wander the fortress. They wanted answers.

      Of course they would.

      Why else would they have allowed him to remain? As much as he had come looking for answers about Ilton, they hoped to pry information from him as well. And as the architect of the barrier, something that was commonly known within the kingdoms, wouldn’t they have been thrilled to discover Lacertin across their border?

      “You mean the barrier.”

      “Is that what you call it in the kingdoms?”

      Lacertin nodded.

      “A powerful shaping,” the priest remarked.

      “It is.”

      “Though not the first of its kind.”

      Lacertin blinked. Did they know how he had borrowed from Norilan? If they did, it was possible that Incendin had some way to work past the barrier, of avoiding the exclusions that Lacertin had created.

      “It is not.”

      The priest joined him on the edge of the rock, staring out at the water. “You seem uncertain about it.”

      Lacertin inhaled deeply, thinking of the way that Norilan had separated themselves from the rest of the world, the barrier of ice and snow so complete that none could reach their shores. Was the separation beneficial? How much had Norilan lost by excluding themselves from the rest of the world? When Lacertin had gone the last time, he had wondered if that was to be the fate of the kingdoms. Would the barrier they established to ensure their safety ultimately lead to something different?

      “You mention another place with such a barrier,” Lacertin said.

      The priest nodded. “I believe your people call it Norilan.”

      “Your people do not?”

      The priest shrugged. “We use an ancient word for that land.”

      “Old Rens?”

      “Old Rens is not suited for that place. Ishthin, on the other hand, is a different language, one that is well suited for many such descriptions.”

      “Well, I have visited Norilan,” Lacertin said when the priest did not expand on the other name. “It’s a place of ice and cold and I could not get close enough to even see the shore.”

      “That troubles you,” the priest noted.

      “It troubles me that we do not know their people, and they do not know ours.”

      “Why is it that you worry whether they know the outside world?”

      Lacertin sighed. It was a conversation that he’d attempted to have with Ilton, but the king had not wanted to hear. To him, there was only one answer: Norilan feared the outside world. That was possible, but they didn’t have the opportunity to learn. Much had likely been lost, including the clear control of water that the shapers of that place possessed, control that was so different than the healers and water shapers found in the kingdoms.

      “I think it doesn’t matter what I fear,” Lacertin said. “My role had never been to question.”

      “And yet you did.”

      Lacertin sighed. “How can you not question when something is wrong?”

      Hadn’t that been part of the reason that Ilton had valued him? Was that not why he had trusted him with such important tasks such as claiming the gold plates?

      But never with anything else important. Never with maintaining the line, or trying to prevent war with Incendin. Only to secure the border in a different way.

      Lacertin stared out at the water, trying to push those thoughts away, and failing.

      “What am I to do now?” he asked softly.

      The priest rested a warm hand on his arm. “Only you can decide that, Lacertin Alaseth. You may choose to be guided by Issa, or you may choose a life with questions. Which way will bring you what you truly desire?”

      He looked over at the priest. “And what is that?”

      “Have you not already answered that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The priest patted him on the arm and smiled. “You want what all men want. Purpose.”

      “I had purpose.”

      “You had tasks. Meaningful ones, but they were tasks only. Purpose is different. Purpose is what you feel in your heart, what drives you, what wakes you up. Find your purpose, Lacertin Alaseth, and you will find the other thing you desire.” He smiled and let go of Lacertin’s arm. “Peace.”
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      A massive fire burned at the edge of the city. Lacertin followed the priest as they left the Fire Fortress, the flames outside the city practically calling to the fortress, some shaping within the stone reacting to the fire.

      A midday sun burned brightly overhead, and he was thankful for the cool comfort of the new clothing. Even the finest cotton from the kingdoms would be too hot for this weather, and he would have found himself sweating. Instead, he walked comfortably, the hot air filtering through the layers of the cloth and cooling him, almost as if they had been shaped.

      “What is the fire?” he asked the priest.

      “A celebration.”

      “Of what?”

      The priests eyes turned skyward and he smiled. “Of Issa.”

      As they neared the fire, Lacertin noted that nearly a dozen people ringed it, each with the distinctive cloak of a fire shaper hanging from one shoulder. None were the woman he had seen in the archives, the one that he had not seen again.

      He wondered how many of these shapers had tormented him in those earliest days. It was possible that any of them, perhaps all of them. Seven of the shapers were women, though none had the same sharp and distinctive features he had seen from the woman in the archives. Three of the women had bright red hair, a feature common in Nara that could be traced back to Rens. All had deeply tanned skin, though some were much darker than others.

      “Where are the lisincend?” he asked.

      The priest glanced over at him and cocked his head to the side. “You would see the lisincend?”

      “I haven’t seen any since I’ve come here.”

      “Few of those who embraced fire return to the temple.”

      “Why do you call it a temple?” Lacertin asked, glancing back toward the Fire Fortress. He had learned that even in the city, even among the people here, it was referred to as the Fire Fortress. Only the woman in the archives and the priest referred to it as a temple.

      “It is a place of Issa.”

      “I thought it was the capital of Incendin.”

      The priest tipped his head and nodded to the shapers. “The Sunlands would call this home as much as anything.”

      “Just the Sunlands? Not the king?”

      Few really understood the structure of Incendin other than that the lisincend had a significant role in leading their shapers. Ilton had tried to understand but had constantly been rebuffed, even when trying to find a way to negotiate with Incendin. It was one of the reasons negotiating with this country was so difficult.

      “You know the kingdoms, but the Sunlands are different,” the priest said.

      They stopped at the fire and simply watched. The shaping built, and Lacertin could feel the way it flowed from shaper to shaper, the control of the fire passing to the next. Each person added their own strength to the shaping, helping with the flames as they stretched higher and higher, the heat from the fire pushing out from them. All stood defiantly, as if the fire didn’t bother them.

      When the control passed all the way around the circle, the priest stepped forward. He took control of the fire shaping and sent it twisting and raging, the flames reaching even higher than they had been. The shaping coming from him was much more controlled than any that Lacertin had ever experienced. It built with a precision that added to the flames, sending them leaping and pressing against Lacertin with swells of heat.

      The pressure of the shaping continued to build and now burned along Lacertin’s skin. The shaping shifted, rising with even more intensity, and began to beat in time with his heart. A pulsing, almost a throbbing, came from the shaping, drawing him toward the fire. Lacertin couldn’t help but feel compelled.

      He took a step without realizing what he did.

      The shaping continued to build, demanding that he join it.

      The heat from the shaping pressed on him. To counter it, Lacertin crafted a shaping of his own, pushing against that from the fire shapers. He couldn’t take his eyes off the flames and felt the way the fire pulsed through him as he stepped forward.

      Then something changed.

      Lacertin had no word for what it was, but the shaping shifted, as if passed to him.

      Had he not been standing as close to the fire as he was, had he not been nearly inside the flames themselves, he might not have detected the change. The fire began to simmer. Lacertin felt it as a physical loss and added his own shaping to it. In his mind, he could almost hear the way the fire called to him, as if he understood that it wanted something of him, and he added his shaping to that of the other shapers.

      Flames leapt again, augmented by him.

      He breathed out, and fire climbed higher. The shaping called to him in a way that fire never had, asking—almost demanding—a different type of shaping. Lacertin could no more ignore it than he could ignore thirst or hunger.

      With fire drawing from him, he wrapped the shaping as it seemed the flames themselves directed, letting himself be guided by it. He sighed and the fire shifted, becoming more potent and now spiraling up, twisting like a funnel of wind. Distantly, he was aware that he’d never had the strength to make such a shaping before.

      Lacertin continued to allow himself to be drawn into the shaping. The power of it filled him, and he threw his arms away from him. Fire itself seemed to pour from him, surging into the shaping.

      The flames spiraled even more, turning with a torrent that he couldn’t comprehend, that he could barely begin to control, and then he released the shaping.

      He fell back, exhausted, and hands gripped him, lowering him to the ground.

      Lacertin managed to look up and saw the concerned face of the priest staring down at him through his spectacles. Sunlight glinted off the glass and burned through the lenses.

      “What was that?” Lacertin asked.

      “That,” the priest began, “was Issa.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lacertin stood next to a dark-haired shaper named Cyrus, watching as he made flames leap from hand to hand. The control he exhibited rivaled that of the most skilled shaper in the kingdoms, and from what Lacertin had discovered, Cyrus was considered something of a novice, too raw to join the circle.

      After nearly passing out following the shaping outside the city, the fire shapers had brought him to their compound. They said nothing during the walk, and the priest had left him with the same shapers who had likely been responsible for torturing him when he had first come to Incendin.

      Now he stood among them.

      Not as an equal. He might have strength in fire shaping—of that, even the Incendin shapers didn’t disagree—but he was still unskilled compared to those from Incendin. They would teach, if he was willing. Lacertin didn’t know whether to take the offer seriously or whether he should ignore the offer and return to the fortress.

      But answers might come this way.

      So far, he had nothing but questions. Perhaps there would be no answers, not since he came from the kingdoms and they all knew that he was the famed Lacertin, warrior of the kingdoms. Rather than suspicion, the other shapers seemed to regard him with something bordering on contempt. The only thing that protected him was his connection to the priest and the fact that the priest himself had brought him to the fire.

      “Can you hold fire like this?” Cyrus was asking.

      “Why would I need to?” Lacertin asked.

      “Need? There is no need. But touching fire allows us to be closer to Issa, doesn’t it?”

      Lacertin sniffed. “I don’t think it works like that.”

      “How do you use fire in the kingdoms?”

      Lacertin thought of the shapers he had learned from. None had the delicate control that Cyrus showed, and none would have been able to let fire crawl along their arms as he did, drawn up his skin like a sleeve. The shaping was one that Lacertin could make, and he found himself copying Cyrus.

      “Fire is used in many ways,” Lacertin said.

      “Like cooking and lighting their hearths?” Cyrus asked.

      He shrugged. As a fire shaper, there was a certain amount of that done. Partly, it was to prove loyalty to the kingdoms. Fire shapers were somewhat outcast, even when they served as he did, even when their loyalty should not have been questioned. “There are other ways fire is used,” Lacertin said. “Mine were mostly mixed in with other shapings.”

      Lacertin considered demonstrating the traveling shaping that warriors used, but decided that would likely only raise suspicion. Already they would question why he was here and what his intentions might be. He didn’t need to inspire them to question anything more. What he needed was answers, and that meant that he needed to coax them to share.

      The other man smiled. He was whip thin, and his shaping matched his appearance: tight and controlled. Even the ball of fire dancing in his hands was narrow, the flames barely reaching all that high.

      “Try this,” Cyrus suggested. He allowed the flames to swirl around him, circling his chest and back before snaking down his legs. With a quick motion, he sent a whip of flames streaking away from him and then pulled it back, drawing it tightly in toward him and wrapping around his arm.

      Lacertin tried to copy him, but only ended up singeing his shirt. Behind him, there was a sharp laugh.

      He turned to see a dark-haired woman watching him, firelight from the circle of fire catching her eyes. At first, he thought it might be the woman from the archives before realizing that wasn’t the reason that he recognized her.

      This was the woman who had tormented him last. After her, no one else had come to him.

      “And they think that you can be a Servant,” the woman said.

      Cyrus released his shaping and bowed at the waist, touching the tips of his first two fingers on both hands to his forehead. “Alisz,” he said. “I did not mean to—”

      “Show him all that you wish, Cyrus. I doubt very much that he will ever learn the gifts of Issa.”

      Lacertin frowned. In some ways, she reminded him of Theondar, with the same arrogance and easy ability. Heat simmered along her skin like nothing more than a layer of flame, as if her clothing was made of fire. The control required to maintain a shaping like that amazed him.

      “The San seems convinced that I can be a Servant of Issa,” Lacertin said.

      Her eyes narrowed. “The San thinks to demonstrate Issa’s power to the kingdoms. He would have you be the first. I think him overzealous to believe that he can show the warrior Lacertin the grace and power of Issa.”

      She started away from him, and Lacertin actually smiled. For the first time since he’d been held in the cell, he had the reaction he had expected of Incendin. The priest had practically welcomed him, clothing and feeding him and making him feel as if he could be welcomed to Incendin. Even the other shapers had not treated him as expected. With suspicion, but not with the same stark hatred he saw from Alisz.

      When she left, Cyrus breathed out.

      “She thinks the San misguided in allowing you to learn,” Cyrus said. “To her, you are of the kingdoms and you have chosen your path. She does not think that Issa can claim you.”

      “Only to her?”

      Cyrus smiled. Unlike the rest of him, it was a wide smile and showed a mouthful of crooked teeth. “Others know that you are of Rens. Like the others, you should be welcomed back, rather than turned away from.”

      Lacertin swallowed. The others. His brother had made the crossing, but he’d heard nothing of him since then. There was a part of him that wondered what had become of Chasn, but then, he wasn’t certain that he wanted to know. What if Chasn fought the kingdoms? What if something Lacertin had done had injured his brother?

      Or worse, what if neither were the case and Chasn hadn’t survived the crossing? Even if he had, would he have been tested as Lacertin had been, forced to endure the pain and torment of fire in order to test both his potential and his potential loyalty?

      Had Chasn still lived, or at least still lived with the fire shapers, he would have expected the priest to have said something to him, but he did not. Lacertin had the feeling that the priest was as honest with him as could be expected, given their situation, and that he had said nothing about Chasn meant he was likely gone.

      It would make it easier for Lacertin to do what he needed, though he wasn’t sure that he knew what he needed to do anymore. With each day, and with each new thing that he saw, each experience that he had, he began to feel his commitment fade.

      And, though he suspected the priest intended for that to happen, he couldn’t argue with him or decry him for it. The priest only did what was needed for his people.

      “I’m from Nara, not Rens,” Lacertin said, turning back to Cyrus and attempting the shaping again.

      “Nara is Rens. Much like the Sunlands are Rens. We should be united, not separated. Our people should be joined, not fighting.”

      The last, at least, Lacertin somewhat agreed with.

      Cyrus made a motion with his hands, the shaping building as he did. “You can control fire, I see that of you, but you are too…” He seemed to struggle with finding the right word. “Too gentle with fire.”

      “Gentle?” He had never been referred to as a gentle shaper, and to hear it from this boy, albeit one with an incredible ability to shape, amused him.

      Cyrus shrugged. “Maybe gentle is wrong, but you are too soft with it. Fire does not do well with soft. Issa does not care for soft. That is why we have the testing.” He shrugged again. “You passed, or you wouldn’t be allowed here, so I maybe I’m wrong about both.”

      Lacertin thought about the way that he shaped fire and wondered if maybe Cyrus was right. Was he too soft with the shaping? The fire shapers of Incendin were certainly harder than him, and they used it in ways that he hadn’t considered. He would never have attempted to have fire crawl along his arms. He would never have considered using fire like clothing. Even with what Cyrus did, the way that he sent it spiraling away from him, practically whipping it, Lacertin would never have tried. Did that make him weak… or ignorant?

      “I’m not sure that I know how I passed.”

      Cyrus smiled again. “It’s not something you can know; it is only something that you do. Issa decides whether you will pass or not.”

      “And if Issa were to decide that I couldn’t shape fire strongly enough?” Lacertin asked.

      “Then you wouldn’t be here.”

      Lacertin smiled. Hadn’t the priest made it clear that he wasn’t a captive? Maybe he had meant he wasn’t their captive, but what if they thought they served Issa by holding him? Would he be allowed to leave if he chose not to serve?

      He tried the shaping that Cyrus used, and this time, he pushed more harshly. The shaping held the wrapping much like it did for the young shaper, spinning around his arm. This time, Lacertin grabbed tightly to the shaping and kept it from burning his shirt. It simmered for long moments before he pulled it away and sent it whipping from him, much like Cyrus had done.

      When it worked, he smiled again. It was a shaping that had no real use, but one that he never would have managed before. What use was there in holding fire burning closely along your skin? Or in using it like a whip? Fire had uses, even those that Cyrus had seemed bothered by, but there was something pure about simply shaping because he wanted to shape, in using fire because he wanted to use it, and holding onto the shaping simply because he could.

      Cyrus clapped him on the back, and Lacertin lost control of his shaping. “See? That was better. You held it differently then, didn’t you?”

      Lacertin nodded, forming the shaping again, this time holding fire against both arms. His skin didn’t burn and the clothing didn’t burn, and a smile spread on his face.

      As he looked up to Cyrus, he noted Alisz watching him, her dark eyes narrowed. Lacertin released the shaping, suddenly reminded of the reason that he’d come to Incendin.

      He turned away from her and stared at the flames, wondering how he would ever find what he needed to know.

      Maybe there wasn’t an answer. Maybe he would not learn what he wanted. And maybe the priest was right: that he would learn what he needed instead.
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      Lacertin stood in the center of the archives, the table that normally took up most of the space pushed out of the way. His arms were outstretched, trying to coax the flames he shaped to continue burning not only along his arms but also down his legs. Intense heat from the shaping made him wonder whether he would be able to withstand it much longer. His control had improved, but this shaping was about more than control. There was a part that required a willingness to join with fire and the ability to ignore the heat.

      Considering all the time he’d spent confined in the cell, he would have figured that he could handle the heat better than he did, but maybe that was part of the problem. He had been freed for… he realized that he had lost track… several days, maybe weeks… and in that time, he had grown accustomed to his freedom. The time spent trapped in the cell had toughened him in some ways, and now he had grown soft.

      He released the shaping. The flames sputtered for a moment and then disappeared from his arms and were drawn into the stone below him.

      “This is not the place for practice.”

      Lacertin spun, worried that he’d angered the priest, and instead saw the dark-haired shaper behind him who looked much like Alisz. They had the same sharp angle to the jaw and the same intensity to their eyes; only, this woman had a hint of warmth in them as well. She watched him with almost amusement in spite of the admonishment she had given him.

      “I needed to get out of my room.”

      She sniffed. “I see that.”

      Lacertin looked at the rows of shelves around him. What had he been thinking, using this space to practice this shaping? Had it gotten out of control, had he lost even a little of his composure, he might have set fire to all of the books here. As much as he didn’t want to help Incendin, he hated the idea of destroying all of this knowledge.

      “I’m sorry,” he started. “I shouldn’t have—”

      She cut him off with a shake of her head and waved for him to follow.

      In the hall outside, he expected her to lead him back to his room, or perhaps guide him to the priest to tell how stupid he had been. Instead, she took him to the door at the end of the hall and twisted a long key in the lock. Stairs ran up on the other side and she took them two at a time. Lacertin hurried to keep up, meeting her when she reached a landing.

      He had yet been to this part of the Fire Fortress. Leading off the landing, a wide hall opened in a circle. A series of doors was closed. The woman took him to the nearest and opened it.

      Lacertin hesitated. There was something here that reminded him of his testing cell. He had been out of it long enough that he didn’t want to return, and he didn’t want this woman to torment him again.

      But she hadn’t forced him, had she? And unlike the other shapers, she seemed interested in the books in the archives.

      Lacertin entered a wide stone room. There was nothing else in it.

      “Here is safer,” she said.

      “What is this place?”

      “This is where devotions can be given to Issa. You should not make such devotions where so much can burn, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He suppressed a laugh. “I didn’t learn your name.”

      “I have not offered it.”

      He had learned that some within Incendin could be strange about names. The priest still hadn’t shared his name. Same with some of the fire shapers. Lacertin had learned Alisz because of Cyrus, and he’d learned Cyrus because another shaper had used his name, not because the man had offered it to him.

      The woman leaned against the wall and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You intend to watch?” he asked.

      “You would rather I didn’t?”

      Lacertin shrugged. It didn’t matter to him if she did. The shaping that he would work was not nearly as complex as some that he’d seen from the Incendin fire shapers. He was only trying to copy, not demonstrate anything that might be dangerous to the kingdoms. Even if he did, he suspected the shapers of Incendin had already mastered them.

      He pulled on the shaping, wrapping himself in fire.

      This time, he pulled with more force and tied it with more focus than he had before. Fire surged along his skin all at once, not creeping outward from his arms and his legs as he had attempted previously. He managed to maintain control, but only barely, somehow finding a way to hold the flame from burning through his clothing and leaving him standing before this woman naked.

      He held the flame for a while and then released it, letting it flow back into the stone.

      He decided on another shaping, this time using the ropes of fire that Cyrus had used, but trying something different with them. Instead of wrapping them around his arms and legs, he created a spiral of flame along the stone, holding it in place with the shaping. Once content that the shaping would hold and that the flames were arranged as he intended, he pulled the coils from the ground, lifting them into a circular spiral around him that ran from the ground to the ceiling.

      Lacertin smiled at this shaping. It was something that he would never have tried before, something that had no real purpose, but there was beauty in the way the flames crackled.

      He released this as well, letting it surge into the stone.

      What would he try next?

      One of the challenges with fire was shaping it into stone. Here in the Fire Fortress, where he felt the heat and surging energy all around him, even in the stone, he wondered if he would be able to do something that he had not managed before.

      Using a combination of fire and earth, he wrapped the shaping together. Such a shaping was difficult, as earth normally resisted the connection to fire, but he fused them, pulling—or rather, forcing them—together. When the shapings joined, Lacertin directed it toward the stone. Not to cause damage, at least that wasn’t his intent, but to see if the new control of fire would make a difference with his shaping.

      With a circular pattern, he sent the shaping into the stone around him, much like he had with the last shaping. This time, when it reached the stone, because he had fused earth with fire, it sank into the rock with a steady hiss, almost as if melting the stone.

      “What are you doing?” the fire shaper asked. She had stepped away from the wall and reached for him, but was hesitant with the shaping in the stone.

      Lacertin looked down and realized that he had burned a pattern into the stone, and released the shaping. It sizzled out slowly, the heat gradually fading before disappearing altogether.

      He extended a finger, brushing the mark that his shaping had created. “It’s never done that before,” he said.

      The fire shaper’s eyes narrowed. “First you try to destroy the archives—”

      “I didn’t—”

      “—and then you manage to burn through the stone. What are you doing here, Lacertin Alaseth? What do you think to do in the Sunlands?”

      He shook his head and stepped away from the shaping. The woman knelt in front of it, and a shaping built from her. It took Lacertin a moment to realize that it wasn’t fire.

      Grabbing her wrist, he pulled her around to face him. “You’re not a fire shaper.”

      She jerked her hand back and held it out to him. Flames danced in her palm much like the demonstration Cyrus had used. “Do not presume to know what I am, Lacertin Alaseth. Not when you have come to my home and make every attempt to destroy it.”

      “I haven’t tried to destroy it!”

      “Ignorance should not be an excuse.”

      The flames in her hand disappeared, but Lacertin felt another shaping, though this time he was less certain than before. He could almost feel the draw of a wind shaping mixing with her fire.

      Could it be that she didn’t know?

      Or maybe he was wrong. The shapers here had a different level of skill than he did. It was possible that they used fire in ways that he didn’t understand, and ways that only made it appear that wind shaping had been added.

      “Show that to me again,” he said.

      Her eyes narrowed, and the hard expression she shot him again reminded him of the other fire shaper, Alisz. “I think it is time that you return to your room.”

      She stalked away and didn’t say another word as she led him back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lacertin knew a surge of relief when the priest appeared that evening with a tray for his dinner. As he did most nights, he set it on a table in front of Lacertin and took a seat next to him. These were usually quiet times, a time when Lacertin wanted nothing more than to avoid lectures from the priest. Tonight was different.

      “Who is the shaper who comes to this floor?” he asked after the priest had settled.

      The san settled back in the chair and took a deep breath, gripping the Book of Issa between his hands. He had pulled it from a pocket as soon as he’d set the tray down, almost as if the book would grant him strength while dealing with Lacertin.

      “She seeks understanding, as I think you do, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin glanced at the tray set next to him. Carrots and potatoes steamed in a thick broth. The vegetables were staples in the kingdoms, but the way they were prepared here was nothing like what he had ever tasted before. His stomach rumbled—he’d eaten nothing all day as he tried to find a way to reach the shaper and failed—but he left it untouched for now.

      “Understanding for what?” Lacertin asked.

      The priest tapped the book on his lap. “The questions are different, but we all seek answers.”

      “And hers? Are they similar to mine?” Lacertin thought he knew, especially if he was right and she had the ability to shape, but he wanted the priest to tell him.

      “She has different questions, as I suspect you know.”

      Lacertin leaned forward. The university had often wondered why other shaping ability never appeared in Incendin. There should be no reason that it did not. Places like Doma, where water shaping was common, still produced shapers of other elements. The most powerful wind shaper Lacertin had ever met came from Doma. Why should Incendin be any different?

      Most claimed it had something to do with how Incendin was closer to Nara, and mostly fire shapers came from Nara, while Doma was more like the kingdoms. Lacertin didn’t agree, especially since he had shown that the ability to shape more than only fire could come from Nara.

      “She can shape wind,” Lacertin said.

      The priest hesitated. Lacertin rarely had seen the man at a loss for words. Usually he had a platitude about Issa and how Issa provided guidance, but Issa was their god of fire, and if this shaper had other abilities, then she would not solely be under the domain of Issa.

      When he spoke, he did so hesitantly. “Issa has given her a different path.”

      “She shapes fire, too.”

      The priest nodded.

      “And the others?” When the priest didn’t say anything, Lacertin went on. “When a shaper demonstrates abilities in more than one element, the others will follow if they have not already. She is a warrior shaper.”

      “She is not of the kingdoms,” the priest said softly.

      Lacertin sat back, suppressing a smile. As dangerous as it would be to the kingdoms to have a warrior shaper of Incendin, finding her meant that Incendin shaping was not unique, that regardless of what the lisincend could do, there were connections to that of the kingdoms. “You are a scholarly man,” he noted.

      The priest glanced at the Book of Issa and looked up to meet Lacertin’s eyes. “There is value in understanding before acting.”

      Was that some sort of threat, or was it more of an accusation? “The ancients had abilities felt more advanced than what we possess today,” Lacertin said.

      “They were said to be quite powerful,” the priest agreed.

      “Many of those shapers could speak to the elementals, and learned from them.”

      The priest waited.

      “In the kingdoms, we understand that the ability to speak to the elementals has been lost. And if not lost, at least it is hidden.”

      The priest ran his finger along the surface of his book. “You are more learned than you were reported to be.”

      Lacertin sniffed. What else did the reports say about him? Did they mention his solitude? Was that why the priest had befriended him? Did they mention his icy relationship with Theondar, the new First Warrior? That might be why he was welcomed. Or maybe there was more to the report, especially if Incendin had someone working within the palace. Could they know of the relationship with Ilianna, and how that had never matured? Was the priest placing the fire shaper in the archives as some sort of temptation?

      “There is value in learning from the past,” he said.

      “And that is what you would share with me?”

      He shook his head. “The ancients had an Order of Warrior, different than what we know today,” he said. “They were said to serve the elementals in ways that we do not.”

      The priest smiled. “Is that what you would do, Lacertin Alaseth? You would serve the elementals like one of the ancient warriors?”

      “I do not speak to the elementals,” he said.

      The priest exhaled slowly. “That one does not either.”

      Lacertin noted that the priest didn’t deny others speaking to the elementals. Was there a different secret in Incendin that he could learn? That might even be greater than learning what happened to Ilton. Now that the king was dead, there was nothing that could be done for him, but rediscovering the elementals, understanding those ancient connections, that would be valuable.

      “But she is a shaper, and one who could learn to shape each of the elements. Does she shape more than wind and fire now?”

      The priest hesitated and then shook his head. “Issa spoke to her and called her to fire. Only after she mastered this did she learn to listen to the wind.”

      “Can she sense water and earth?” For him, fire had come first, then wind, then earth, with water last. The order was not important.

      “We do not know.”

      “Why? Isn’t she tested for the others? Think of how you could use a shaper like that.” And if she could shape each of the elements, perhaps the kingdoms could learn they had more in common with Incendin than they realized.

      “Issa has called her, as she has called you.”

      Lacertin sat back, finally understanding what the priest wanted of him. They had not treated him well simply because he had been “called by Issa,” at least, not solely because of that. The priest wanted him to teach.

      “Then Issa is mistaken.”

      The priest met his eyes and pushed his glasses back on his face before grabbing the book between his hands again. “Issa does not make mistakes, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin looked away. “I do not teach.”

      “You are from the kingdoms. I thought that all of your warriors had an obligation to teach at your university.”

      “All are asked to teach. Not all have the capability to teach.”

      The priest chuckled. “You may not think you have the capability to teach, much like you may not think that Issa brought you to us for a reason. But Issa has chosen you, Lacertin Alaseth, and Issa will provide you with the understanding you need.”

      With that, the priest stood and left Lacertin alone.
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      The evening sun hung in the western sky, streaks of orange and red swirling around it. A few clouds, more than Lacertin had seen while in Incendin, scattered through the sky. For the first time, he wondered if Incendin ever got rain. This close to the water, rain was not impossible, and actually likely, but the hard, cracked rock he sat upon appeared as if it never saw anything more than the sun.

      He stood alone, but not alone.

      The priest had sent him away from the fortress, ostensibly to learn from the fire shapers, and made a point of sending him with the fire and wind shaper. She seemed no more willing than Lacertin to go with him and now stood a dozen paces to his left, staring down at the water crashing on the rocks below.

      The spray struck his face, and he tasted it. The view was different in the sunlight, and he could make out the jagged points of the rocks stretching down the face of the cliff and dropping to the sea far below. The entire coast of Incendin was like this, the cliffs only descending to sea level nearer to Doma.

      Lacertin stretched his arms out from his sides, letting the wind play against him. Hot and cold battled here, and Lacertin could almost imagine dueling elementals. Such an idea was ridiculous, as the scholars all agreed that there was a great elemental of wind, and perhaps only a few lesser elementals, certainly not enough to duel with the great ara.

      “Step away from the edge,” the shaper said behind him.

      He ignored her, letting his focus reach beyond him, feeling for the water far below, tracing his earth sensing along the rocks. Here he was able to use each of the elements, as if they converged in this place, granting him a different level of power. Had he been a person of faith, he would have claimed that this was a place of the Great Mother, but faith had never been a strength of his.

      With earth sensing, he detected her approaching. She pressed on his awareness like a strange combination of heat and shimmering wind, this time more clearly shaping it. He smiled, calling to the wind and letting it gust through him, catching the thin fabric of the Incendin shirt he wore.

      Hot wind pushed against him. Her shaping, he realized.

      Lacertin didn’t try to fight, letting the trail wash over him. She pushed harder and he felt the wind ease him from the rock.

      Then he fell.

      The cliff raced past him, a blur of stone. Lacertin rolled, pulling on the wind, but found that it didn’t answer as it should, almost as if the woman’s shaping countered his. If he didn’t act quickly, he’d hit the rocks below.

      He used a shaping of lightning and streaked to the clouds above.

      There, briefly, he stood among the clouds, a warrior looking down upon Incendin.

      Always before, he had thought of Incendin as an ugly and brutal place. The harsh, cracked landscape stretching out from him hadn’t changed the brutality that he felt from this land, but there was also a sense of beauty to it that he had never known.

      The Fire Fortress glowed with the flames of the intense shaping leaping from the highest turret. The city spread around and away from the fortress, like arms sweeping toward the rocky shore. Outside the city, the strange spikey plants grew, but some trees as well, more than Lacertin had remembered. Rows of vegetation were visible from here, and he wondered if these were the potatoes or carrots or any of the other strange plants they’d fed him.

      Incendin was not ugly at all. Harsh and hard, yes, but not ugly.

      The people were different than those of the kingdoms, but were they so different that they couldn’t find a way to reach peace?

      With a change to his shaping, he streaked back to the ground and landed with an explosion of light and thunder.

      The woman staggered back, away from the cliff’s edge. He should have been more careful. It could be dangerous using the traveling shaping, especially when others weren’t aware that he would be coming. It was the reason there was a shaper circle in the university: so that none would be injured.

      “Are you hurt?” Lacertin asked, sliding toward her on a shaping of wind.

      She covered her face with her arm and the hot Incendin breeze swirled around her, pushing out at him. Dust and debris from his shaping slapped at him, but he ignored it.

      When it cleared, she stood, glaring at him. “Why do you stay, Lacertin Alaseth? You command the wind and the skies. Why do you not leave the Sunlands?”

      He stared at her. “I haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

      She crossed her arms, and the intensity of her eyes burned darker. “The San claims you search for Issa. Is that true?”

      A part of him wanted to admit why he was here, and he struggled with why he should feel compelled that way. Admitting the reason would be dangerous, especially seeing how skilled the Incendin fire shapers were. He had known, but knowing was different than experiencing.

      “I don’t know what I’m searching for,” he said.

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You know more than you admit, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      “And you know my name, yet I still don’t know yours.”

      She wiped her arm across her mouth. “You will not.”

      Not for the first time, Lacertin wondered why Incendin would refuse to share their names. Did they fear that sharing would give him some sort of power over them? That wasn’t how shaping worked, at least not the way that he knew to shape.

      “How long have you known you can shape wind?” he asked.

      She stared at him a moment before pulling her eyes away.

      “Your San told me that Issa called you first, and that only later you felt the drawing of wind.”

      She shifted on her feet and still didn’t look up at him.

      “For me, fire came first,” Lacertin said. “Then wind. After wind came earth. Water last.” He focused on earth and water, using his sensing to listen, but couldn’t detect whether she had any draw on either of the other elements. Maybe this was too early for her, that she hadn’t yet felt the draw of any of the other elements. “Which of the others do you sense?”

      She remained silent.

      He pulled on earth, and it rumbled softly beneath her feet. Lacertin held the shaping and directed it toward her, but felt nothing pushing against him. He shifted, reaching for water far below him. The sea splashed against the shore, sending spray that made it all the way up to him. Lacertin drew upon it, spiraling water up toward them, and pressed it against the woman.

      At first, he thought that she had no connection to water, but as he began to release the shaping, he felt a soft tug on his shaping.

      Lacertin smiled. “Water then.”

      She looked up at him. “No water.”

      “You’re mistaken. There is a certain signal that you give off with my shaping. As your San knows, once you can shape another element, you are able to shape the others. The only question is when.”

      “I can’t touch any of the other elements.”

      “Perhaps not intentionally, but you are able to touch water. Eventually earth shaping will follow.”

      “I… I didn’t know.”

      Lacertin nodded. “There are places you could go to learn to control these shapings,” he said.

      She laughed and stepped away from him. “You think that I would go to the kingdoms to learn? Is that what Issa would have me do?”

      “I don’t know what Issa would have you do, but you can learn.”

      “And if I were to go to your kingdoms, what would happen once I learned? How would I be any different than those of Doma?”

      The fact that she asked told Lacertin that she knew more about shaping than she might have let on. Shapers of Doma often came to the kingdoms to learn, and often when they did, they never returned to their homeland. Those who did were usually shapers without the same level of potential.

      “There is a price to learn,” Lacertin said.

      “And I will pay it, but I will dedicate what I learn to Issa.”

      Lacertin thought of the priest and the fact that he claimed that Lacertin came to Incendin so that he could teach, but there was nothing that he would be able to teach her. Teaching had never been his strength, and coming to Incendin hadn’t changed that. If anything, it made it clearer to him that he could not teach. After seeing what the Incendin fire shapers were capable of doing, he didn’t think there was anything that he could show her.

      “You will experience water next,” Lacertin told her. “It is an element I am least experienced with, but know that water can be overwhelming unless you learn to focus.”

      “Issa will provide…”

      Lacertin considered saying nothing more, but if he didn’t, there was a risk that something dangerous would happen to her. Learning shaping was difficult, even with skilled instructors. Learning on your own could be deadly. With wind, it was lucky that she hadn’t been carried off, destroyed by the ignorance of her shaping.

      He shook his head and swallowed. He couldn’t simply say nothing. If he did, he would essentially be killing her. “I don’t know whether Issa will or not, but you will be in danger if you do not learn to control it. That means that earth will come last. Earth is not as… angry as the others, but there will be requirements to what you learn there, as well. With water, you need to maintain control, but you should expect the power of water to wash over you. Try to fight too hard and you will be overwhelmed. Allow yourself to flow with it and you will learn to control it, and over time, you will be able to use it.” He sighed, thinking of earth. “Earth is different. You must understand that it is greater than you, and that you must find a way to stand strong, place yourself as part of it, and draw upon the strength that you detect. Feel it within you, all around you, as you learn to command it.”

      The woman stared at him for long moments. She squeezed her hands together and then touched a hand to her forehead. “Why is it that you tell me this?” she asked after the pause.

      “Because if I don’t, you could kill yourself.”

      “Issa would keep me safe.”

      Lacertin shrugged. “Maybe Issa will keep you safe. Maybe that is why you were able to learn wind without having someone able to demonstrate it for you. But will Issa guide you when water draws you toward it? Will Issa guide you when earth calls?”

      “I will not come to worship your Great Mother.”

      Lacertin smiled tightly. “I would not expect you to worship the Great Mother.”

      “Is that not required to use all the elements?”

      “I use all the elements and I do not worship the Great Mother.” He had always felt a certain connection to the Great Mother, but nothing like the clear worship of Issa he had found within Incendin. He had never expected to find this a place of such faith. That might be the greatest surprise for him. When he used each of the elements, it was difficult not to feel some sort of connection to something greater.

      And what if Incendin and the priest were right? What if it wasn’t the Great Mother who called him to shaping, who granted him with the ability to touch and use each of the elements, but another god, even Issa, as the priest claimed?

      “Do what you will, but think of what I suggested if you begin to feel the pull of water. If you don’t, there is a real chance that it will overwhelm you.”

      “Why would you care whether it does?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe I don’t care, but I don’t want someone to die trying to learn.”

      That struck him as too much like what happened to Ilianna. Her ignorance and inability to shape as she needed to control the strange bowl had rebounded against her. Had she known more, or had she been willing to ask for help, she might have learned what she needed.

      Lacertin turned away from her and started back toward the city, making his way through the street. Behind him, he sensed her standing at the edge of the rock, using a combination of wind and fire shaping. Even as he sensed, he felt a hint of water touching against his senses, as she began to use water, if only slightly.
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      “You will come with me.”

      Lacertin stood when the priest entered the archives. A book, written in Ishthin and describing the founding of Rens, was open on the table in front of him. He had struggled to translate the language, working through what he knew of it to piece the history together. The process was slow, but what did he have other than time?

      “Where are we going?” he asked. He considered grabbing the book and bringing it with him, but it didn’t matter if he did since he would be returning here later anyway.

      “You will come,” the priest said with renewed urgency.

      Lacertin followed, and the priest led him down through the Fire Fortress, taking steps two and three at a time, moving more rapidly than Lacertin had yet seen. The man had a certain agitated energy to him that was contagious, and Lacertin found himself hurrying along.

      “What is it?” he asked as they reached the lowest level of the Fire Fortress. Black tiles matched the walls, making the entire area appear as if a scorching fire had burned through here.

      The priest shook his head. “Come.”

      Then he led Lacertin from the fortress, hurrying him away from the city, toward the circle of fire.

      They passed beyond it, cresting a small rise, and below, Lacertin saw twisted trees surrounding a greenish pool of water. A figure lay angled on the ground, half in the water, unmoving.

      Lacertin knew suddenly why the priest had come for him.

      He leapt to the air, calling on wind and fire to carry him to her. When he reached the woman, he checked first to see that she had a pulse, and noted that her heart still beat. Resting his head on her chest, something he doubted she would have allowed under other circumstances, he listened. Each breath came slowly, and raggedly, but it came. Then he readied a shaping of water, and sent it plunging through her.

      The shaping revealed no injury, nothing that would explain why she didn’t move. In that way, she reminded him of what had happened to Ilianna. That had been spirit, and this, he suspected, was water. Water he understood, if only somewhat.

      “Can you help her?” the priest asked, finally reaching them. He stood away from the edge of the water, as if disinclined to even touch it. He leaned on the nearest tree, unmindful of the sharp barbs pressing out from the bark and leaves, barbs that Lacertin knew were sharp and painful.

      “I don’t know. For her to be effected this way means that she’ll have much strength with water, if she survives.”

      “Issa will guide you.”

      Lacertin looked up and met the man’s eyes. “Issa might try, but this is a shaping I do not know if I can perform.”

      He searched around, taking in the trees and the water and the hard rock. There was not enough here that would help her reach water. When water had first come for him, he had been guided by one of the master shapers, helping him understand the way that it pulsed within him, flowing in time with his blood. He had been able to use it then, finally grasping the way that it coursed differently than the other elements. Each had a unique signature, and water was no different.

      He considered the water here, but something told him it wouldn’t have the strength to help. Water required a certain capacity to detect the flows, to tie that together. If he only had something with enough power to wash over her…

      But he did. All of Incendin did. Lacertin shouldn’t be surprised that she would have strength, not considering how much water flowed along the border. Could he use the strength of the Incendin sea and help her?

      Normally he would say that he could not, and he should not even try. That was not the reason that he had come to Incendin, and the attempt would not only weaken him, it might be enough to kill him. Even reaching the sea would take more strength than he was certain that he had. He might have carried Veran across the kingdoms, but there had been no other choice.

      Just as there was no other choice for this shaper.

      He couldn’t let her die.

      Lacertin scooped her in his arms and began his shaping.

      The priest ran toward him, his eyes going wide. “What are you doing?”

      “Taking her where I can heal her.”

      The priest shook his head, the glasses sliding down his nose as he did, and reached for Lacertin. If he grabbed hold, Lacertin wouldn’t be able to carry the woman as well as the priest. There were limits to what he would attempt.

      With an explosion of lightning, he lifted himself with her to the sky.

      As when he had attempted to travel with Veran, the shaping strained him, requiring more energy than Lacertin thought that he possessed. At least with Veran, there was a sense that the warrior assisted his shaping, giving him a boost. With this woman, there would be no such assistance.

      He pulled them toward the edge of the city, drawing as much strength as he could. Somewhere behind him, fire bloomed like an explosion, He didn’t dare pause and look, but wondered if the priest attempted to follow. As far as he knew, there wasn’t a way for fire shapers to travel, but if anyone had worked out a way, it would be Incendin.

      The rocks loomed in front of them. He relaxed the shaping and they were carried down, descending toward the water.

      Lacertin used a last burst of energy to hold them above the water a moment, and then shifted his shaping—and all of his strength—into water.

      They dropped into the sea.

      The water was surprisingly cold when it slammed into him. Lacertin floated, adding a hint of air for buoyancy as he did, but pulling mostly on water. The strength of the sea slammed over them again and again, each time nearly forcing him under.

      This was a mistake. He’d come to the sea thinking that he needed the strength of the ocean to help her, and that might be true, but he wasn’t strong enough with water to withstand it.

      He fought a moment before remembering the lesson he had tried to instill in her. With water, you had to find the current and discover a way to float within it.

      Lacertin took a deep breath. The shaper lay limp in his arms. Lying as she was, with the cloth of her Incendin shirt nearly transparent, her head splayed back so that her dark hair trailed in the water, he couldn’t think of anything that he could do that would help her. His ability with water was too weak and he was not experienced enough. Much like with Ilianna, he would fail.

      His heart pounded loudly in his chest and he let out a frustrated breath. As he did, he realized that the pull of the water matched his heartbeat. Lacertin focused on water, listening to it, hoping to draw power from it.

      Fire exploded near him.

      He glanced up and saw three fire shapers standing along the rocks. Their shapings built, and powerful surges of fire slammed into the water, turning it to steam around him. So far, they missed, but Lacertin did not expect that to be the case for much longer.

      Another, more powerful, shaping built, one that reminded him of the circle of fire that he’d nearly been a part of.

      They worked together, he realized.

      He glanced up and saw that Alisz was among the shapers. A malevolent gaze stared down at him, attempting to burn through the space between them, as if she intended to burn away the water.

      The sense of water increased, beating in time with his pulse.

      Could he use that to help her?

      Maybe if he could help coordinate her pulse with the water, she might be able to come out of whatever had happened to her, but not if she didn’t have time, and not if the attack hit them before he had a chance to find a way through water and to her.

      Lacertin took a deep breath, leaned down to the shaper, and blew into her mouth. If he succeeded, he wouldn’t have her drowning because he hadn’t been prepared.

      Then he pulled her under.

      The shaping of fire struck as he dropped beneath the surface. He hoped that they were protected by the sea, and that the massive amount of water would keep them safe, but he didn’t know. With the fire shapers, it was possible that they were potent enough to burn away even the ocean, something he never would have considered.

      When burning pain did not come, he focused on the shaping of water. It swirled around them, pulling in and out as the waves washed over them. He moved with the waves, felt his heart beating in time with it, and then pushed a shaping into the woman.

      As he did, he timed it so that it sank into her blood, filling her with the power of water and his shaping.

      Lacertin pulled on the liquid sense around him, aware that he was drawing on more strength than he had ever managed before, almost as if the sea itself augmented his shaping.

      It built, filling him much like the waves crashing into him, and then receded, pulling away like the water. A swirling energy mixed in, much like the turbulent flow all around him.

      For painfully long moments, he didn’t think that what he did made a difference. The water continued to pull on him. Shapings of fire built and slammed into the sea, a relentless attack done by fire shapers thinking that he did something to harm her. And Lacertin felt his strength waning with each passing moment.

      Then, as he began to fear that what he did made no difference, he felt a surge of power push against him. Not from the sea, though he wouldn’t have been surprised to have the ocean itself push on him, but from within the woman.

      The shaping built, this a swirling torrent of water power that spilled out of her.

      She writhed against him and Lacertin suddenly realized that his lips were still pressed against hers after he’d given her the breath.

      Her eyes snapped open.

      She pulled in a breath, drawing from his lungs.

      Her shaping of water swirled around them. Her eyes widened even more.

      Lacertin expected her to pull away, but she did not. Instead, the shaping of water surged in time with him, washing over him and mixing together with his shaping. She had power, more than he would ever possess with water, and she pressed that power through him.

      He pulled one arm away from her and pointed up.

      She nodded.

      Lacertin waited for the next fire attack to pass, and then he pulled on the remaining energy that he possessed, pulling on fire and wind, adding water and even earth to send them shooting from the water.

      His strength began to fail.

      The woman took over. Her shaping was wind with fire, and nothing else, nothing but the distinct sense of her attempting to draw on water as it pulled on him, syncing with his heartbeat, and she carried them to the rocks before her newfound strength failed and they dropped to the ground.

      Lacertin sprawled out, thrown from her.

      She knelt on the rock, water dripping off her, clinging to her clothing. She made no effort to hide herself in spite of the fact that the water left her clothing nearly transparent. Lacertin stared at her, wondering if it had been worth it to help her, and wondering if the three fire shapers approaching him would throw him back into his cell and use this as an excuse to torment him again.

      The woman glanced over at the three approaching and then looked at Lacertin. “Cora,” she said.

      When Lacertin frowned, she turned away.

      “My name. Cora.”

      Then the fire shapers reached them.
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      Lacertin stood outside of the city again, holding onto a shaping of earth, pressing it deep into the rock beneath him. The earth rumbled, enough that he could feel it through his sandals, but he didn’t disturb the ground more than that, unwilling to heave it and be more disruptive than he already had been.

      “Can you sense it?” he asked Cora.

      She touched her hair, pushing it behind her ears. “I feel the ground shaking, if that is what you ask.”

      Lacertin realized that he would have to use a more subtle approach. There was no way to test whether she sensed the shaping if she could feel the earth moving. He eased back on his shaping, pulling some of the energy away, and the ground no longer trembled. Through earth sensing, he still felt an awareness of the shaping, but could no longer feel it rolling through him as he had before.

      “How about now?”

      She pinched her lips and her brow knitted together as she frowned. A sense of fire and wind and water surged from her as she strained to reach for earth, but he detected no earth shaping from her.

      She released the surge of shaping with a sigh. “I detect nothing, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He pulled the shaping toward her, thinking that he could use earth in the same way that he had used water and hope that it resonated with her. This time, as the last time he had directed earth toward her, there was no additional draw on his shaping, nothing that made it seem as if she had shaping potential.

      Lacertin let the shaping fade.

      “We can try again another time,” he said.

      Cora relaxed her shaping and leaned toward him. Since he had helped her with the connection to water, she had treated him differently. Rather than with the angry and agitated sense, she approached him cautiously, and when she was near him, he felt a strange tingling thrill through him. He tried to ignore what it meant but found his eyes continually drawn to appreciating the way the Incendin clothing fit on her.

      She saw him watching and flushed, but she didn’t turn away. “Why do you continue to work with me, Lacertin Alaseth? What do you intend to gain from attempting to teach me?”

      He shook his head. What did he intend to gain? Probably nothing. Even if he gained her trust, there wasn’t much that she would know about what happened to Ilton. And wasn’t that why he was here?

      With each passing day, he found himself questioning that more and more. At first, the questions had come from the time spent with the priest, but the last few days had been spent with Cora, and each day that he was with her, he felt the urgency fading, much like the memory of Ilton and Ilianna began to fade.

      “You need to understand your shaping,” he said, pulling his eyes away from her and staring toward the distant form of the Fire Fortress. Even from here, he felt the surging power of the shaping used on the flames surging from the highest tower. The longer he was in Incendin, the more the shaping began to pull on something within him, even if he didn’t fully understand how it was created.

      “You were a teacher, then?”

      Lacertin looked over and saw her watching him intently. He could not pull his eyes away even if he wanted, which he did not.

      “I was never a teacher,” he said.

      “You would not teach?”

      Lacertin shrugged. “I have never had the talent for teaching.” Or the time. Ilton made sure of that, pulling him away and sending him on countless missions, each tearing him from the kingdoms, sending him away when he began to have connections.

      But had it been Ilton’s fault that he didn’t have the chance with Ilianna? Lacertin suspected that Ilton wanted he and Ilianna to find a chance to get together, but he hadn’t pushed hard enough and had not done anything to keep Lacertin in the kingdoms or close enough to Ilianna for anything more than their friendship to blossom. In his absence, Theondar had taken the opportunity to get close to Ilianna.

      Cora pulled on a shaping of water, drawing it from the distant sense of the brackish pond he detected over the rise where he had first found her when she connected to water. It began to collect around her feet, first staining the ground, and then slowly turning the earth into mud.

      Already her strength exceeded his. When he worked to save her while floating in the ocean, he had detected the fact that she had incredible potential. That might have been the reason that she had been so profoundly affected when the shaping failed on her.

      “It is… surprising that I am able to call upon water like this. I do not think I would be able to do this without what you did.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You brought me closer to water.”

      “I did what I needed. You would have died otherwise.”

      Cora released the water shaping and shifted it to wind. The hot, dry air of Incendin began to pull on her, catching her hair. “When I first felt wind pulling on me, I thought that Issa was offering me a different skill than the others.”

      “You do have a different skill than the others,” Lacertin reminded her.

      Cora nodded. “When fire first came to me, it was powerful. Such strength meant that I would be a Servant of Issa. I thought that explained why I could feel the brush of wind, or why it responded when I called to it.”

      Lacertin had heard the term enough times that he wondered what the priest meant by claiming that he was a Servant of Issa. It was time that he began to get answers. “Tell me, Cora, what does it mean to be a Servant of Issa?”

      She shook her head and released the shaping of wind. “The Servants… they are Issa’s favored and have the hand of the god upon them. It is why we test our shapers to find them, so that we know as many Servants as possible. The Servants guide us and help to lead the people.”

      Lacertin frowned. “I thought Incen—” He cut himself off before finishing, “the Sunlands were ruled by a king, much like we are in the kingdoms.”

      Cora nodded. “And the Servants counsel the king.”

      Lacertin wondered if the counsel meant that they would help determine where to attack next, and how to attack. For all the talk of following Issa, what if the Servants were the reason the kingdoms warred with Incendin?

      “And the San?”

      The corners of her mouth twitched before she answered. “The San leads the Servants, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Which meant the San had the ear of the king and provided guidance that Lacertin would need to understand. And it meant that if he were to have answers, then he would find them from the San.

      The priest was a powerful fire shaper in his own right, but from what Cora said, all of the Servants were powerful fire shapers. And the priest had welcomed him, not questioning whether he should be granted asylum. If he were so connected to the king, then it meant the king likely knew of Lacertin’s presence.

      How had he missed understanding this before?

      “The San thinks that you can show me how to use the wind, that you can teach me of water and earth. Is that true, Lacertin Alaseth, even if you are not a teacher?”

      She leaned toward him, probably not even aware of the power of the shaping building from her. It surged, growing with strength of fire and wind, and radiated from her like heat from the sun. Lacertin pushed against her shaping, not fighting it, but not wanting it to overwhelm him, either.

      Her eyes widened slightly as she realized what she was doing, and she pulled back on the shaping. “Forgive my lack of control.”

      Lacertin sniffed. “It’s only because you have potential. And there’s nothing to forgive.” He stared at her, thinking that without guidance, she would be unfocused. Her abilities would develop, but not as they could. Someone with her potential should learn. There was a time when he had such potential, a time when Theondar had come to the university with such potential. What would the kingdoms have lost had neither of them learned what they needed?

      “I will teach you what I can, Cora. I do not claim to be the most skilled instructor, but I will do what I can.”

      Cora nodded and touched the tips of her fingers to her forehead before gesturing toward the sky, to where she believed Issa to be. “Thank you, Lacertin Alaseth.”
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      The crackling flame in the hearth glowed with more strength than Lacertin would have expected for such a small fire. The shaping that trickled into it fed the flames, slowly building it, and he watched the fire as it danced, writhing within the hearth.

      “You have agreed to teach,” the priest said.

      They sat in the priest’s room. It was comfortable and spacious and felt like home in a way that surprised Lacertin. A tray of smoked meats and cheeses sat next to them. A tall, mostly empty glass of a heady wine sat next to it. As he pulled on the fabric of his shirt, noting that for the first time since he’d been given it, the fabric felt strange, almost foreign beneath his fingertips, he struggled with what he would say.

      How much of that was because of the guilt he felt?

      Agreeing to teach… that was tantamount to treason. If he taught Cora anything that could be used against the kingdoms, then wasn’t he the traitor that Theondar claimed? How would he justify it with himself if she ended up attacking the kingdoms?

      But she wouldn’t. The barrier prevented that, and even he could not bypass the barrier. And by staying here, he could learn about fire shaping, lessons that would only make the kingdoms stronger, couldn’t he?

      “I will teach Cora,” Lacertin said.

      The priest’s eyes narrowed. “Only her?”

      Lacertin shrugged. “Anything more and I would betray myself.”

      “You fear sharing yourself with the Sunlands would brand you a traitor?”

      Lacertin sighed. His fears were different than that, though he couldn’t even give voice to them clearly. “I will teach Cora.”

      The priest lifted the glass of wine to his lips and took a sip. “You still struggle with your purpose in the Sunlands, Lacertin Alaseth, but the way will be made clear. Issa will see to that.”

      Lacertin grunted and pulled a piece of meat from the tray, chewing on it while thinking. He didn’t know whether to believe the priest or to argue with him. Neither would get him anywhere, though.

      “My purpose,” he said, taking a drink of his own. The wine filled his mouth, a searing sensation that burned as he swallowed. A trail of flavor came with it, a mixture of berries and warmth and a hint of salt. In that way, it was very much a fitting wine for Incendin. Wines from the kingdoms were usually softer, the flavors more subdued, but this was different. In many ways, Lacertin found it superior. “What if I tell you that I no longer know my purpose?”

      He took another drink, knowing that he shouldn’t. Drinking with the priest opened him to dangers of sharing more than he should. What would happen when the priest realized why Lacertin had come to Incendin? How would he react when he knew that Lacertin would try to use him to gain the information he needed?

      Only, he doubted that the priest—a Servant of Issa, and not only a Servant, but the Servant—could be used.

      No, Lacertin suspected that he was the one being used.

      And he didn’t even mind. The priest had not pressured him and had made no effort to force him whatsoever. Anything that Lacertin did, he did of his own volition.

      “Then I would tell you that Issa will help you discover a new one.”

      Lacertin breathed out and took another drink. It was too much wine, but he didn’t want to stop before the glass was finished. He savored the taste from each sip and let it wash down his throat.

      “Like teaching.”

      The priest nodded knowingly. “That is one possibility, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin finished the cup of wine and set it down. “You already know why I came here, don’t you?”

      The priest turned to him and set the Book of Issa on his lap, resting his hands on top of it. “Do you wish to speak honestly now, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      “Only if you will.”

      The priest smiled. “I have never been dishonest with you. That would anger Issa. Everything that we have said to you is the truth.”

      “What you see as the truth.”

      “That is no different than what every man does. We each must find our own truths, but there are some that are absolute.”

      “Such as?”

      The priest tapped the Book of Issa. “We know that you were chased from the kingdoms, and that you came to the Sunlands.”

      “I’ve told you the same.”

      “You are said to have been chased from the dead king’s bedchamber, his resting place, in violation of the customs of your people.”

      Lacertin nodded. “That is also true.”

      “Tell me then, Lacertin Alaseth, why a man who served his entire life faithfully would violate the resting chamber of his king?”

      What did it matter if Lacertin told the truth to the priest? There was nothing he could say that would harm the kingdoms, was there?

      “Because his king was not dead.”

      The priest smiled at him. “Is that a truth, or something that you wished to be true?”

      Lacertin turned to the priest. “Ilton had been poisoned, though none knew it.”

      “You have many healers in the kingdoms. How is it that none knew?”

      “Because he was poisoned with hound venom.”

      Lacertin hadn’t expected to confront the priest with that yet, hoping to gain his trust before he did, but a part of him doubted whether anything he did could gain the priest’s trust. Maybe everything the priest had done and said to him had been about getting Lacertin to trust him.

      “There are few who recognize the fact that the hounds poison their victims,” the priest noted.

      Lacertin sniffed. “I have a friend who nearly died from it.”

      “Nearly?”

      Lacertin nodded. “He survived.”

      Had he not, and had it been someone else who would have found him at the barrier, what would have happened? Veran had not always been a friend, but had become one quickly. Lacertin had so few friends that he valued the fact that Veran had helped.

      “Survival is… unlikely.”

      “Probably.”

      “How is it your friend managed to survive?”

      “I healed him.”

      The priest glanced to the Book of Issa. “By your own admission, you are a shaper with strength in fire, not water.”

      “And by your own admission, the kingdoms have many capable healers.”

      The priest tipped his head to the side and frowned. “Are you saying that the secret to healing your friend was with fire?”

      “Not only fire, but the healers failed to see the value in using fire. Had I not attempted it…” Lacertin knew what would have happened. Had he not burned the venom out of Veran, the poisoning would have persisted, eventually killing him no differently than Ilton. The king had been too far gone for him to do much more than delay it. Had Lacertin only learned sooner what was required, he might have managed to help and save his king.

      The priest took a sip of wine. “You claim the king was poisoned with the same?”

      “He was. I failed to recognize it in time.”

      “That is why you are here.” When Lacertin didn’t answer, the priest sighed. “You blame the Sunlands and think us responsible for what happened to you king.”

      “I think that hound venom makes Incendin the likely culprit.”

      The priest drummed his fingers along the book, looking past Lacertin’s shoulders as if trying to see something on the wall behind him. “For your king to have been poisoned, there would have needed to be someone close enough to administer such a poison.”

      Lacertin nodded.

      “Ah, Lacertin Alaseth, I am afraid I cannot help as you would like.”

      “You won’t tell me who worked with Incendin to poison the king?”

      The priest smiled, but it was a sad expression. “I cannot.” As Lacertin shifted in his chair and started to stand, the priest reached for his arm and held him in place. “It is not because I would not share with you, Lacertin Alaseth, but because there was no attempt by the Sunlands.”

      Lacertin shrugged off his hand. “It was hound venom.”

      “That may be, or it may be any number of other poisons that would kill equally well,” the priest said. “Either way, the Sunlands had no interest in harming your king.”

      The comment surprised him. “We were at war. Why wouldn’t you have any interest in Ilton?”

      The priest nodded slightly. “War, perhaps, but a war your king did not want. He called for peace, and a truce.”

      “Any truce we had failed. Incendin never really wanted peace.”

      “Did it? What have you seen since coming to the Sunlands? What has shown you that we want anything but peace and a chance to serve Issa?”

      Lacertin thought that truces had failed, but could the priest be telling the truth?

      It was possible, and even likely, that he did. But if he did, that meant that someone inside the palace wanted Ilton gone for reasons of their own.

      But that made no sense. Other than Althem, no one had anything to gain, and the prince had gone out of his way to see that Ilton obtained the healing he needed. And if the king had not been poisoned by Incendin, then Lacertin’s entire reason for coming here was gone.

      With it was gone any hope that he could ever return to the kingdoms.
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      Lacertin walked through the streets of the city, left alone outside the fortress for the first time since he had arrived. It was as if the priest, now that he had learned the reason that Lacertin had come to Incendin, no longer thought of him as a threat. And Lacertin wasn’t a threat, not to Incendin.

      No, the only threat would be attempting to return to the kingdoms. Without finding who had poisoned the king, there would be no reason for Theondar and Althem to allow him back. Even were he to attempt a return, he would be thrown into the dungeon, held there until his dying day, without the possibility of finding what really happened to Ilton.

      Had he remained, had he not run, he might have had a better chance to learn. Instead, he had come to Incendin, and worse, was known to have come to Incendin. That made him a traitor and the enemy.

      He stopped in the middle of the street and stared up at the Fire Fortress. The name was a misnomer, as it was more a temple to Issa, but he had only ever known it as the Fire Fortress. The massive black tower stood over the city almost protectively. What once had been a terrifying place, he now thought of in a different way.

      Much like he would be thought of in the kingdoms.

      At least Ilton and Ilianna weren’t around to see it. Ilton would never have believed that he would betray the kingdoms, but Ilianna… would Theondar have twisted her perception of him? Maybe she would have kept Theondar in check. The time that he’d overheard them together, Theondar had displayed compassion that he did not often demonstrate. Maybe the warrior had been different with the princess. Lacertin would have been the same, he suspected, had he ever had the chance with Ilianna.

      He pulled his eyes away from the Fire Fortress. Shops lined both sides of the street, and he wasn’t surprised to see that he had stopped near Ishan’s shop. Scent from a bakery down the street drifted to him and mixed with the hard stink of oil from the lanternmaker. A blacksmith, his hammering quiet at this time of the evening, swept in front of his shop. None bothered to so much as look over at him.

      All this time, he had thought that Incendin was his enemy, but maybe Incendin was not the threat. The people of Incendin were men and women of great faith, and, he had to admit, peace. To live in a place as hot and hard as Incendin, he suspected that such faith was necessary. And if Incendin had not attacked his king, then it was someone else, buried deeper within the palace. If true, then no longer was it his threat to find. He could not find it, not from outside Ethea and banished from the kingdoms.

      What of him, then?

      The priest had once claimed that Issa would help him find a new purpose, but Lacertin wasn’t sure that was true. What if he didn’t deserve another chance for everything that he had done? Teaching Cora would not make up for his role in creating the barrier and increasing the separation between the kingdoms and Incendin.

      He started down the street, leaving the shopping district and making his way toward the rocks overlooking the ocean. Considering how weak he had always been with water, he thought it strange that he was so often drawn here, almost as if the sea called to him.

      When he reached the rock, he stared down. The late afternoon sunlight glinted off the water, sending streamers of red and orange water to mix with the froth at the base of the cliff. The steadily crashing waves pulled on him and he felt the energy of the water through the waves, had known it when struggling to save Cora.

      Lacertin didn’t know how long he had been standing there when he sensed her approach. She was alone, wrapped in a shaping of fire and wind as she was most of the time when he saw her. She worked with water as well, pulling on the sea and calling it to her, but it didn’t respond with any regularity.

      “You have been here a long time, Lacertin Alaseth,” she said.

      He pulled his eyes off the water and realized that the sun had sunk below the horizon. Twinkling stars could be seen in the sky, their faint light reflecting off the undulating swells as well. Within the white froth at the base of the cliff, a soft shimmer of green tinted the water and then was gone.

      “I needed to clear my head.”

      “Water can cleanse as well as heal?”

      He smiled. “Perhaps for you. I’m not nearly as strong with water as you have shown to be.”

      Cora stepped next to him and, surprisingly, slipped her arm into his as she gazed down at the ocean. “I felt your strength in water when you saved me,” she said softly.

      This close to him, he felt the heat radiating from her. It was a solid warmth, and mostly from her body, but partly shaped as well, almost as if she did it without realizing.

      “You have much strength, Lacertin Alaseth,” Cora went on, “or you wouldn’t have survived the testing. The San is right when he speaks of that, regardless of what the others think.”

      “Like your sister?”

      He took a chance, not sure whether Cora would admit that Alisz was her sister. Family connections seemed to be as strange as the sharing of names.

      But Cora nodded. “She does not often disagree with the San, but she fears your presence here. There are several who do.”

      “And you?”

      Cora shifted so that she stood closer to him. The fire shaping in her burned a little brighter. “I thought much like Alisz. I no longer do. You will teach, the San says. For that, I am grateful.”

      Lacertin stepped away, untangling his arm from Cora’s. He wouldn’t deny the attraction he felt toward her, but knew that their shared connection to fire created much of that. “Cora… I will teach, but that is all that I can do.”

      Cora nodded. They were silent for a time, letting the waves wash over them. It was a more comfortable silence than the last time Lacertin had stood with her on the edge of the cliff. “What is it you hope to see here?” she asked.

      “I don’t think that I’ll see anything here,” he said. But he was drawn here. Why here? Why to the water?

      “You are troubled by your decision.”

      “I am troubled by what happened, by the fact that I can’t do anything to control it, by the fact that even as I stand here talking to you, a traitor walks the halls of the palace in Ethea.”

      “Is that your responsibility, to find them?”

      He closed his eyes, the image of Ilton holding onto him before he passed, the command issued to him to find the one responsible for what was done to him. “I thought it was.”

      “And now?”

      Lacertin opened his eyes and stared over the sea. “Even were I to return, I would not be able to find what happened.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The priest found him as he walked along the edge of the city. Cora walked with him, giving him space and the opportunity to remain silent. The full moon overhead gave plenty of light, but Lacertin didn’t want to see. He wanted the darkness, as that was all that he felt within.

      “Please come,” the priest said.

      Lacertin followed the priest back to the Fire Fortress, and Cora trailed along. They made their way to the top, bypassing floors that Lacertin had never seen. As he climbed, he felt the steady draw of the shaping used to generate the flames. With each step, the pull came more strongly.

      None spoke.

      Lacertin didn’t know where the priest led him, and a part of him didn’t care. He should be scared. Here he was, within the temple of the enemy, and brought toward a shaping so powerful that he could see its effects from the edge of his home country, but he had a hard time feeling anything, as if a hollowness burrowed within him.

      The priest stopped at a massive door. A carving along it was unlike anything that Lacertin had ever seen, a mixture of shapes and a figure of what he could only imagine was their depiction of Issa. With a shaping, the priest opened the door.

      Heat spilled out.

      Powerful shaping occurred on the other side of the door, cycling with increasing waves of energy, all of it from fire. Lacertin had never experienced anything like it.

      The priest raised a hand as they stepped inside and Lacertin paused, waiting for the priest to give him permission to come any closer.

      Three shapers stood on the other side of the room, all with their backs to him. The massive fire shaping he detected swelled from them. They didn’t bother to look back as he entered.

      Near the middle of the room, a low bed jutted away from the wall. On it rested a thin man with a face much like the priest’s. The priest went to him and brushed the hair back from his head.

      Lacertin stopped next to him. “Is this—”

      “This is my king,” he said softly. “My brother.” The priest looked at Lacertin and something that he could only call hope filled his eyes. “When you told of what happened to your king, I realized why Issa had brought you to us. Not only to teach, but to help him, to save him.”

      With a soft tendril of water sensing, Lacertin reached for the Incendin king. The man was frail, though not as weakened as Ilton had been. Fire burned in his veins in a way that reminded him of Veran.

      “He was poisoned?” Lacertin asked. How likely would it be that both the Incendin king and the kingdoms’ king were poisoned in the same way?

      The priest smiled at his king. “Nothing quite so dramatic, I’m afraid. The creatures you call hounds, we must train them. Not all are receptive, and the training does not always take. They often only listen to those who have embraced fire. He thought he could compel them, but even his strength had limits.”

      Lacertin studied the king. He was sick because of an accident? “What do you think I can do?”

      “Not what I think you can do, Lacertin Alaseth. You are the one who told me what you were capable of doing. Such a healing is not known in the Sunlands, and I had not realized that your kingdoms had discovered a secret. That is why Issa must have brought you to us.”

      Lacertin considered the Incendin king. Attempting to heal him would be a full betrayal of who had he been, and of what he had wished he could return to. Though, were he honest with himself, that hope of return had been destroyed the moment he learned that Incendin had not been responsible for what happened to Ilton. He didn’t even have the strength to question whether it was true, believing that the priest would not lie to him.

      Now, nothing would allow him to return, so what did it matter if he attempted this?

      With trembling hands, he reached for the king. The shaping required to heal from hound venom remained clear in his mind. After using it to help Veran, and attempting it with Ilton, he knew that he could reproduce it.

      “What happens if I fail?” Lacertin asked.

      The priest met his eyes and for a moment, the compassion that the San had shown him faded, surging with a darkness, but that was fleeting, making Lacertin wonder if he really had seen it. “You will not fail.”

      Lacertin licked his lips. They were dry and cracked, and all the moisture in his mouth was gone. “If I cannot do this. What happens to me then?”

      “Nothing happens to you, Lacertin Alaseth. It only means that Issa did not intend for you to succeed.”

      “He has been poisoned a long time,” Lacertin said.

      “He has,” the priest agreed.

      What did that mean for the politics of Incendin? He knew so little about their king—few within the kingdoms really knew anything about the rule of Incendin—and his connection to their people, but what if healing the king renewed the interest in the war?

      And perhaps it didn’t matter. Lacertin wasn’t sure that he would be able to heal him, anyway. The poisoning reminded him more of Ilton than of Veran, and Ilton had been too far along to save.

      Lacertin placed his hands on the king’s arm. His skin was warm, the same fever burning through him as he had sensed in Ilton and in Veran. Lacertin pulled on a shaping of water, letting it wash over the king. With water, he could detect the way fire raged in his veins, but it was a twisted sense.

      Lacertin added fire to the shaping.

      Behind him, Cora gasped softly. “You cannot use fire like that.”

      Lacertin focused on the shaping, tying fire to water. “This is the only way I know to heal hound poisoning.”

      “Fire doesn’t heal.”

      “It does with this,” he said.

      Lacertin sent the shaping of fire and water through the king.

      The shaping surged through the monarch, pressing against the fever in his veins. Lacertin pushed, but even with as strong as he was in fire, he didn’t have enough strength to fight what burned within the king. He added more water, but even that was not enough.

      Lacertin started to take a step back, but Cora stepped next to him and placed her hands on either side of him, resting hers on top of his.

      Her shaping built. She had raw power, but no finesse. “Lead this, Lacertin Alaseth,” she said softly. “Let me help.”

      With the connection to her, her shaping added to his and together, they had much more strength than he would be able to manage on his own. Fire was the most prominent, and it surged through the king, filling his body with heat, giving greater strength than Lacertin would have managed. Then he tied in water. Water was the key to healing. Even though he had no real skill with water shaping, he knew enough to help the king. With Cora, he had the strength that he needed.

      Fire burned brightly within the king, making his skin practically glow.

      Lacertin could feel the way the infection burned and pushed against it, sending the power of his shaping through the king. With one more surge, the poisoning burned from him.

      Then Lacertin shifted the shaping, adding more water, using strength from Cora to send waves of water over the king. Without her strength, he doubted that he would be able to use enough water. It surged in time with the pounding of blood in his veins. Lacertin held onto the shaping, pushing it through the king.

      Water washed with increasing strength and then faded.

      Lacertin stepped back. There was nothing more that he could do.

      Cora remained next to the king, standing at his bed. “Did it work?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      The priest stood behind the king and placed his hands on his face. A soft fire shaping built from him, settling over the king, and raced from his head down to his feet. The priest sighed and released his shaping. Then he looked over to Lacertin. “Issa was wise to send you to us.”
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      Lacertin relaxed outside the Fire Fortress, looking out into the barren land around the fortress. The sun was only now beginning to ascend, but the day was already hot. Cora stood opposite him while he used a shaping of earth, trying to demonstrate earth.

      “I do not feel it,” Cora said.

      Lacertin pushed even more effort into his shaping of earth, directing it toward her. “How about now?”

      Cora shook her head. “Something bothers you, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He smiled slightly, staring into the expanse of the waste. Heat shimmered from the rock already, leaving a shimmery veil hanging over the land. In that way, it reminded him of what the lisincend managed with their heat shaping. Since healing the king, he had wondered what would change now that the king was restored. Lacertin had grown to trust the priest, but did not have the same faith with how the king would respond.

      “Nothing more than usual.”

      Cora took a step toward him. The longer that he worked with her, the more easily he was able to sense her. It was a physical presence, a combination of heat and her raw energy, and it rubbed on his awareness in a way that he found appealing. He struggled to push that away from his mind, though with each day it became more difficult.

      “You should be pleased. You demonstrated the strength of Issa as you healed our king.”

      “I am not sure that it was Issa so much as it was you. Without your help, I don’t think that I could have done it. I’m not strong enough.”

      She touched his arm. Heat simmered under her touch, making his arm tingle. She looked at him with an intensity that bordered on desire and a surge of shaping drifted from her and traced around him, trailing from her fingers and circling his arm. Without meaning to, Lacertin pulled on the shaping, wrapping his around what she did.

      “What do you fear?”

      “Our people have been at war for decades,” Lacertin said. “And I am—or was—a warrior of the kingdoms. Anything I do that helps our enemy makes me…” He couldn’t say that he was a traitor, but that was what he was.

      “Are we enemies, Lacertin Alaseth?” she asked softly.

      Lacertin turned to her. “Us? I… I don’t know what we are, Cora, only that even teaching you would be considered treason.” He paused and nearly pulled away from her, but he enjoyed her closeness and the warmth coming from her skin. A floral fragrance mixed with a crisp, clean scent. Where would she find flowers in Incendin to create the floral perfume?

      He shook the thoughts away, focusing on her face and struggling not to think of her lips and the way the cloth clung to her hips, her chest, or the way the warmth surging through it pressed on him. “How would you be viewed if you crossed into the kingdoms? You already told me that you wouldn’t study at the university, and I imagine it’s for much the same reason.”

      “I would not study in your kingdoms because I would not be welcomed.”

      He opened his mouth to say that she would be welcomed, or that he hadn’t been welcomed, but wasn’t sure that either were true. In the kingdoms, even those from Nara, a place within the borders, were treated poorly. How would it be if someone came to the university from Incendin? What sort of reception could she expect?

      Not warmth and welcome, he knew.

      But then, he hadn’t necessarily been welcomed here, had he?

      They claimed he had been tested, and that the torment and torture that he’d endured had been for his benefit, to ensure that he could serve Issa, but Lacertin didn’t think that it had all been for that reason. They wanted to know why he had come. Wasn’t that the reason the priest had worked so closely with him?

      But after he passed, he had been welcomed. Mostly. There were those, shapers like Alisz, who distrusted him, but he understood the reason. Such distrust was even warranted, considering everything that he had done.

      “You are welcome in the Sunlands, Lacertin Alaseth. Your home may be different, but you will find welcome.”

      He nodded, staring out at the rock. “From you. And from the priest. But the others?” He shook his head. “They don’t trust me, and they shouldn’t.”

      “The other Servants see the way that you serve Issa. Now that you’ve healed our king—”

      “We healed him, Cora.”

      “Now that you’ve healed our king,” she repeated, as if he hadn’t spoken, “others will know that you are sent to us from Issa.”

      The heat veil shimmered out on the horizon. “And the lisincend? How will they react?”

      He hadn’t seen them since coming to Incendin, but given the interactions that he’d had with the lisincend in the past, he didn’t expect the welcome to be the same.

      “Those who embraced fire serve in a different way.”

      “What way is that?”

      She shook her head. “Different.”

      Lacertin waited for her to say anything more, but she didn’t.

      “Try reaching for earth again,” he said to her. Lacertin pulled on a shaping of earth, making the deep depths vibrate. The sense was barely there, and one that he couldn’t feel but sensed. He made no effort to mask it, wanting Cora to reach it. So far, he hadn’t been successful.

      Water had come much more naturally, but then, she was a powerful shaper of water, even more than her ability with wind. Fire still came first, and he’d seen that she was most comfortable with it, but she would have possessed much potential to learn healing had she gone to the kingdoms.

      She strained, her face screwing up in concentration, but she eventually shook her head. “I sense… maybe something, but I don’t know whether it’s because I want to sense it or because it is actually there.”

      Lacertin nodded. “In time.”

      “What if I never reach earth?”

      He smiled. He’d once asked much the same question, only with water. He had struggled to reach water in the same way that Cora struggled with earth. “Once you can shape more than one of the elements, the others eventually come. It may happen immediately, or it may take weeks to months. Everyone’s connection is different.”

      “And you?”

      He pulled on a shaping of water. Now that he knew about the small pond hidden over the rise, he was able to draw on water more easily. The dry air of Incendin made it difficult otherwise. He could pull from the ocean, but there was something different to shaping the sea for him. The connection was harder… more strained in some ways.

      Lacertin let water swirl around him. First on the ground and then swirling up his arms, eventually reaching his chest and back. He mixed fire with it and steam hissed from him. A pretty shaping, but one that was essentially useless. In that way, it was much like the shaping of fire that he’d learned to master, using fire in ropes.

      “Water came to me the last,” he said when the steam began to dissipate. “I am of Nara, and fire came to me first, much like it does to most from Nara.”

      Like it came to his brother, he didn’t say. When Chasn had crossed the waste, Lacertin had wanted to follow, if only to bring him back. Leaving Nara meant abandoning the kingdoms, a form of treason, but few who made the crossing saw it in that way.

      “Then came wind. After that, it took me weeks before I connected with earth. I still remember the day when I felt the rumbling draw of power from one of our earth shapers. He was powerful and controlled the depths of earth in ways that I would never really understand, even now. He had the wisdom to bring me to a place where the earth elements are strong, where the elementals are still thought to live. When I first felt the pull of earth, I knew that I could shape it, and finally began to understand the lessons that others had been trying to teach me for so long. Water was harder. I think months passed, and during that time, I began to think that I would be the one shaper able to master three of the four elements, one who would never be a warrior shaper.”

      “What is so special about becoming a warrior?”

      “Perhaps nothing now,” he said. “Once, warriors came from each land and bound us together. Now… now, warriors are only from the kingdoms. You will be the first from outside the kingdoms that I’ve heard of in centuries.” He mixed a shaping of each of the elements together, binding it so that it swirled in a quick shaping that exploded from his hand. “There are certain shapings that can only be done by warrior shapers. Traveling is the best known. Without each of the elements, a shaper cannot travel.”

      “You have shown me how you slide on the wind,” she said.

      Cora demonstrated the shaping, moving forward a dozen steps on a shaping of wind. Fire fortified it, as it often did with her shapings.

      Lacertin smiled. He had demonstrated that shaping, and it had not taken her long to master. Sliding on the wind was something that many wind shapers mastered, and few warriors. Most felt it was better to simply travel by lightning and let the warrior shaping draw them across the sky, but there wasn’t always the same control with that shaping and there were times when it made more sense to use a different approach.

      “That is one way to travel, especially now that you’ve learned wind, but there is a different shaping, one that is much more powerful.”

      With a mixture of each of the elements, Lacertin pulled the shaping down toward him, demonstrating it slowly. Lightning streaked from the sky, striking the ground where he stood, and then carried him up above the ground, to the thin wisps of clouds that he couldn’t even see when he stood on the ground. Lacertin hovered for a moment and then returned to the ground, shooting back down on the same shaping.

      When he stepped away from the shaping, Cora watched him with renewed interest. “You shaped yourself on lightning.”

      He nodded. “It is not only lightning, but that is a part of it. All of the elements are needed for this shaping to work. In the kingdoms, we call it the warrior’s shaping. None but warriors can make it work. Even a shaper representing each of the elements cannot make it work. There is something of the shaper, something from the Great Mother—”

      He cut himself off and smiled. “Anyway, there is something the shaper brings into the shaping that allows it to work. Without it, it does not.”

      “How do you do it? I saw fire and wind, but the others…”

      “Water is there to stabilize. And earth gives strength.”

      She nodded, her mouth pinched in a line. “And so until I master earth, I cannot try this shaping of yours.”

      “You can try, but without earth, it is unlikely to work.”

      Cora nodded. “Then help me find earth,” she said. “If I am to master it, I would find my connection to it.”

      As Lacertin stared out over the Incendin waste, at the shimmery heat veil that hung over the rock, the sun slowly crawling into the sky, he pulled on earth again for Cora, feeling the same familiar sense of hesitancy begin to creep in, mixing with self-doubt. Was this what he was now? Years spent as First Warrior, time spent serving the kingdoms, and now he was a betrayer of those kingdoms. He taught one of their enemies the shapings that made them strong. And he had saved their king.

      Lacertin didn’t know what he was meant to be. Not a Servant of Issa, as the priest claimed. Faith had never been something he had much of. And he was no longer a warrior of the kingdoms. He might be a warrior, and he might have come from the kingdoms, but that wasn’t his identity either. Without a mission, without some way of serving something, Lacertin didn’t know what—or who—he was.

      Cora watched him, almost as if knowing his thoughts.

      Then there was Cora. He couldn’t deny the attraction to her, but where had his desires led him before? With Ilianna, he had lost her when Ilton continued to send him away from the kingdoms, each time on increasingly complex missions, almost as if keeping him from Ethea. By the time he finally returned, when he finally thought that he might have time for something more with her, she had moved on. Lacertin couldn’t blame her. His focus had been her father and his service to the kingdoms. There had been potential with the water shaper Jayna, and interest that was mutual, he suspected, but Lacertin hadn’t dared attempt anything with her, not with what he’d discovered of Ilton. Besides that, there had been the hope, however faint, that he might find a way to finally have the time with Ilianna that he so badly desired.

      Now all of that was gone. Lacertin remained a broken man in some ways, and he would not do anything to harm Cora.

      No, it was better to keep his distance, to teach as he had promised.

      Even as he did, a question nagged at him, one that he didn’t have an answer for. Once she learned, what would become of him?
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      When the knock came on his door, Lacertin was barely awake.

      He shook the sleep off as quickly as he could and pulled on the clothes folded neatly next to the bed, and wished for windows so that he could see what time of day it was. Within this part of the Fire Fortress, there were no windows to the outside world. Only the comings and goings of servants, and the knocking from the priest, gave him any sense of time of day.

      But he still felt tired. The day spent working with Cora, demonstrating shapings for her while at the same time trying to coax an ability with earth from her, had drained him. He couldn’t have been asleep more than a few hours, could he? Much too early for the priest to come for him.

      When he pulled the door back and saw who stood on the other side, he stiffened.

      “Alisz.”

      Her hands were clasped behind her back and she fixed Lacertin with an expression that was parts angry and interested. Rarely had a woman—anyone, for that matter—looked at him in that way.

      “You are here, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He grunted. “Where else would I be?”

      She shrugged. “You are not confined to this place. You have been tested by Issa and given the freedom of the temple.”

      “Only the temple?”

      “Where else would you go?” she asked. The suspicion was plain in the question.

      “I would go nowhere else,” he said carefully, “only that if I have been tested by Issa and passed, I would presume that I would be free to roam wherever I chose.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You are a dangerous man, Lacertin Alaseth.” This time, the accusation was clear. “You will come with me.”

      “Is that a command, or a request?”

      She frowned but didn’t answer.

      Lacertin shook his head and slipped the soft sandals onto his feet as he followed her through the temple. After descending several levels, she stopped, pulled open a door, and waved him in.

      Lacertin followed, but reluctantly.

      Inside the room, he saw rows of strange objects. There was a collection of clothing and helms and weapons alongside sculptures and paintings, and other items that he suspected were incredibly valuable. His eyes were drawn only to one object: the warrior sword that he had taken from Ilton’s chamber.

      “Why did you bring me here?” he asked in a whisper.

      “That is yours?” she asked.

      Lacertin nodded. Next to his sword were at least a dozen others, each with slightly different shapes, but the runes along the blade and running into the hilt were much the same. They were warrior swords. How many warriors had been lost to Incendin over the years? And why hold the swords here?

      “May I?” he asked.

      Alisz frowned. “It is why I brought you here, Lacertin Alaseth. Claim your sword.”

      As he took it and buckled it back around his waist, noting the strange way that it chafed against the Incendin fabric, he looked over at Alisz. “Why is it that you return this to me?”

      “You are no longer a threat.”

      Lacertin doubted that he had ever been a threat. The easy way that the fire shapers managed to manipulate fire was different than anything that he possessed. They were powerful, and focused, in ways that the kingdoms did not—and could not—understand.

      “Why now?” he asked. He had been free within Incendin for weeks, and they only now felt that he wasn’t a threat? No, there was something more to it than she was telling him.

      “There is something more,” she said.

      What more might Alisz have that she would keep from him? Enough that she was willing to return his sword to him, and enough that she would come to him…

      “You need my help with something,” he realized.

      She remained silent.

      “And you think that having a warrior would help.” That was the reason that she had returned his sword to him. But why would Incendin need a warrior? What could she hope to gain from him?

      “Not a warrior. Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He ran his fingers along the sword, tracing the runes along the hilt. This had been Ilton’s sword; the rune pattern told him so. The different runes gave each sword subtle differences and allowed them to work with certain shapers better than others. His original sword had taken him days of testing to find the right fit. Borrowing Ilton’s had been done out of necessity, but surprisingly the sword had responded to him well, almost as if he had chosen it for himself.

      “I am a warrior,” he said.

      Alisz studied him a moment, her eyes flashing with an unreadable expression. “The San tells us that you no longer serve as First Warrior to the kingdoms. That Issa has chosen you to aid the Sunlands. Do you claim that it is anything else?”

      Lacertin sighed. “I don’t make any claim anymore. Even if I did, I doubt the kingdoms would claim me.”

      “Good. Then you will come with me and prove that you can serve Issa.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lacertin stood among the group of shapers, the surge of their fire shaping washing over the land, almost like what Lacertin had seen with earth shapers from the kingdoms. Of the fire shapers, he knew Alisz and Cora, but no others. From what he could tell, they were all Servants of Issa, fire shapers of incredible strength and ability. None had said much to him in the time that he traveled with them, walking across the rugged rock of Incendin.

      “We could travel differently here,” he said to Cora when they stopped for the evening.

      “You could. The others cannot.”

      “You could as well. You could use wind.”

      “Then I would not travel with the Servants.”

      Lacertin looked over to Alisz and wondered if maybe they could simply meet the Servants wherever Alisz intended for them to go, but she refused to elaborate on where they traveled. Cora claimed that she didn’t know where they went, but Lacertin couldn’t help but notice that they made their way toward the kingdoms.

      “Does she think that I will attack the kingdoms?” he asked.

      A troubled expression crossed Cora’s face. She touched his hand, and warmth and tingling radiated from her. “You would not be asked to attack your people.”

      Lacertin wasn’t sure, especially if Alisz intended for him to prove that the kingdoms were no longer his people. How else would he prove that he wanted to be within Incendin than by attacking the kingdoms? He had no intent of showing Alisz how to get past the barrier. He wasn’t sure that the separation between their countries was right for their people, but allowing the fire shapers to cross meant a different kind of betrayal than he was willing to do.

      “Are you sure that you know what your sister will have me do?”

      Cora took a drink from a water skin and wiped her arm across her mouth. “Alisz serves Issa differently than I know.”

      Lacertin focused on Alisz as she sat with the other fire shapers around a large, crackling fire. They spoke softly to each other, and Lacertin resisted the urge to pull on a shaping of wind to draw their voices to him. If she discovered him shaping her, he suspected that she would not react well.

      Lacertin stood and walked away from the fire. Cora followed him, the sense of her right behind him, carrying with her the floral perfume she wore. He noticed it mostly because it was so different than anything else in Incendin.

      “You should stay near the fire, Lacertin Alaseth,” she said.

      “Why? Because Alisz wants me to stay near her?”

      “The Sunlands can be a dangerous place when night falls.”

      He touched the hilt of his sword. One of the things he had done after gaining his sword was learning to use it as a sword, something that not all warriors bothered to do. Lacertin was skilled enough that he could actually fight without using shaping if needed.

      “What are you afraid of here, Cora? Are these not your lands?”

      “The Sunlands are my home, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t recognize the danger when it exists. Are there not places within the kingdoms that you would not be comfortable?”

      “I am a warrior shaper. There are not many places that I need to worry.”

      “Then that is because you do not have creatures of power.”

      “Elementals? Is that what you fear?” Lacertin had never seen any elemental. They were all around him, such as ara, said to exist in the wind, or udilm in the sea, but they weren’t creatures that he could see. Those elementals that once had been visible had been hunted, creatures like the draasin or grosan, presumably to make places safer. “Or do you fear the hounds?”

      Cora breathed out softly. “The creatures you call the hounds… They are powerful creatures of fire and do not even recognize Servants of Issa. We have learned to avoid them.”

      “You can’t sense as they approach?”

      “Near fire, yes. Too far from fire, and they can approach without warning. Remain near the fire, and the Servants will detect when they approach.”

      “What of the lisincend?”

      Cora hesitated before answering. “Those who have embraced fire command the hounds.”

      That was basically what the kingdoms had surmised as well. The lisincend were twisted creatures, and it took their unique power to control the hounds and force them to follow. The kingdoms had never seen hounds controlled by other fire shapers. Often, when the hounds were seen, there was nothing that controlled them, only the rage and anger of fire.

      A howl erupted in the night, as if a reminder.

      Lacertin turned back toward the fire. Two of the fire shapers approached it. Their shaping built, surging the flames into the night with a powerful shaping that spiraled up and away from them. The flames danced, flickering higher and higher.

      “How is it that the flames don’t draw the hounds?”

      “That is part of the shaping,” Cora said.

      He focused on the shaping that the Servants of Issa used as they built the flames higher. What he thought was only fire was something more. He detected the way the Servants’ shaping pressed out, pushing into the night, creating something of a bubble of pressure that surged far away.

      “That holds them back?” he asked.

      Lacertin thought that he could reproduce the shaping. By itself, it was not all that complex. It only required significant strength with fire. He had that strength, possibly enough that he could do something similar. Knowing that might be useful, especially if he was in Incendin for much longer.

      “It deters them,” Cora said.

      Lacertin wondered why they would be able to deter the hounds. What was it about the shaping that worked against them? Like the lisincend, the hounds had some strange ability with fire, some connection that the kingdoms had never discovered.

      Another howl echoed, this time farther away. The shaping had worked.

      Cora touched his arm. “Come back to the fire, Lacertin Alaseth. You will need to rest.”

      Lacertin stared into the darkness a few moments before following Cora to sit near the fire. As he settled down, he noted how Alisz watched him, and the darkness in her eyes.

      Once more, he wondered what she intended for him to do. Whatever it was must have the priest’s approval or he would have stopped Lacertin from going with her, but he would rather know what she intended of him before venturing with her.

      The only reassurance he had was that he could shape himself away, travel on the warrior shaping if needed, and they would not be able to follow.

      Only, where would he go?
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      As they walked, the Servants of Issa brought them nearer the kingdoms. Lacertin noted that they walked more quickly than he would have expected and realized that the Servants had been using a subtle shaping of fire as they walked. Without knowing, it, he had copied the shaping, sending a faint tendril of fire behind him, as if he used fire to push himself along.

      It shouldn’t work. Lacertin worked with fire often enough and well enough to know that such a shaping shouldn’t work, but there was no doubting the fact that they were much closer to the kingdoms than they should be. They had been gone for three days, and in that time, they had nearly crossed the entire waste.

      To the south and west, he would reach Nara, but they didn’t guide him that way. Lacertin found his attention dragged to the west, toward his homeland, and thinking of the last time that he’d been there. It was when he had learned of the hound venom, and he had killed several hounds. Lacertin had learned that his barrier had a weakness, one that could only be exploited from the other side.

      The pressure of the barrier built the farther he walked. It pushed against his senses, almost a heavy, physical presence, and much stronger than the last time that he had been this close to the border. Althem and Theondar had done as they promised and built the barrier up, making it into something more robust, a true barrier and one that would repel shapers of Incendin.

      Cora scratched at her arms and stared ahead.

      “What did your people do?” she whispered.

      Had it not been his idea, he would have argued about them being his people, but then the barrier had been his idea, stolen from Norilan. “There is a shaped barrier between our countries now,” he said.

      “Shaped?”

      He nodded. Like Cora, he felt the effects of the barrier as an uncomfortable tightening along his skin. “All the elements are used, and it prevents those with the ability to shape any of the elements from passing.”

      “From passing which way?”

      “Both.”

      Cora stared toward the distant barrier as if she could see it. “Why would they do such a thing? Who would imagine it?”

      He swallowed. “Me.”

      She turned to him. “This is your creation?”

      He breathed out and shook his head sadly. “The barrier was my idea, borrowed from another that I saw. Our archivists discovered a way to implement it, and now our shapers maintain it. It takes much strength to build, but very little to hold.”

      “And there is no way to cross.”

      “Not that I know.”

      She nodded. “I don’t know if this is the reason Alisz has brought you here,” she said. “Perhaps there is another,” she suggested.

      Lacertin couldn’t think of any other reason that Alisz would bring him to the barrier. Even if he knew a way past it, there was nothing that he would do to help Incendin cross. That was a greater betrayal of Ilton than anything that he’d done so far, great enough that he simply refused to be a part of it.

      He considered shaping himself back to the Fire Fortress but decided to wait. He would see why Alisz claimed she brought him here.

      The Servants of Issa continued to lead the way, guiding him as they made their way toward the border with the kingdoms. Lacertin noted that they approached Galen, reminding him of where he had crossed the barrier when making his way to Incendin.

      Lacertin stopped. Cora pulled on his arm, but he resisted. “No. I will not help you cross the barrier,” he said.

      The other Servants all continued on, but Alisz turned to face him. “You have not been asked to do anything, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      “There’s only one reason you would bring me to this place.”

      “And you presume to know that reason?”

      Lacertin stared at the distant green trees of Galen. The winds would be cooler there, gusting from the north and competing with the hot winds of Incendin. “Why else would you bring me here?”

      “Why do you think the answer is about you?” Alisz asked. Her gaze flicked to Cora before returning to Lacertin.

      Lacertin frowned and looked over to Cora. “What is this? Why did you have them bring me here?”

      “This was not me,” Cora said.

      “Do not blame Corasha, but Issa has called her to become a warrior, only one of the Sunlands rather than your kingdoms. To do so, she must reach earth. Did you not tell her that you found earth where it was strongest?”

      As Lacertin realized what Alisz intended, he shook his head. “I can’t bring her across the barrier,” he started. “I’m not even certain that I can make it across the barrier.”

      Alisz studied her sister. “You will try, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      “It will not—”

      “The San said you will teach. And Cora claims you came to these lands to reach earth. If that is what it takes for Cora to serve as Issa requires, then you will do this for her.”

      She left him standing with Cora. “You do not have to do this,” Cora said softly.

      Lacertin took her hands and pulled on a shaping of wind, guiding them past the Servants and setting them down near the barrier. “What do you sense?” he asked as they settled to the ground.

      Cora reached her hand toward the barrier and Lacertin pulled it back.

      “Not like that. With the elements. What do you sense here?”

      She closed her eyes, but he didn’t think that was necessary. Even with his eyes open, he could feel the way the barrier pushed against his senses, a pulsing, powerful sense that worked to repel him. In that way, it was much like the shaping of fire that the Servants used to push back the hounds, only the scale of what was used here by the kingdoms was enormous.

      “I feel the way fire is pushed away. Wind does not want to work with it. And water… water is different.”

      Lacertin took her by the hand and stepped up to the barrier. “Feel it,” he said.

      She reached out carefully and tried to push through the barrier but it resisted, blocking them no differently than a wall.

      “Now watch,” he said.

      He used a shaping of each of the elements, holding it without much power, not willing to attack the wall too strongly. He released the shaping and it bounced off, racing toward him. Lacertin jumped to the air on a shaping of wind to avoid it bouncing back on him.

      “This is the barrier,” he told her. “There is no way for us to cross.”

      Cora stood for a moment, studying it. Lacertin felt the presence of the other shapers behind him, arranged in something like a circle. They gave them space but held a shaping that joined together, much like the shaping that they used near the celebration fire.

      “How did you cross?” she asked.

      “The barrier was weaker then,” he said. “It has been strengthened now. They will not make the same mistake as they made before…”

      “What mistake is that?”

      Lacertin frowned, thinking of what Veran had done for him before he crossed. Hadn’t he made a weakness in the barrier specifically so that Lacertin could cross? Would it still be there, or had someone detected it and strengthened it?

      “Come with me,” he said to Cora.

      He took to the air on a shaping of wind and fire, sensing his way along the barrier. Everywhere he went, it pressed almost painfully against him until he found the place where he thought that he had crossed.

      Using wind, Cora trailed behind him. She took to it naturally, her strength in wind not far behind her strength in water, and both nearly at the same level as her ability with fire. When she learned earth, she would be a formidable warrior, stronger than many within the kingdoms, and rivaling even he and Theondar in some ways.

      Lacertin lowered himself to the ground near the spot he crossed through. He stretched his awareness toward the barrier, using each of the elements. Had he not known that it had been weakened, he wasn’t sure that he would know that it was even there, but the weakness remained, like a stain or blemish.

      He grabbed Cora’s hand and pulled on a warrior shaping, wrapping each of the elements together. “I don’t know if this will work,” he warned.

      Then the shaping pulled on him.

      Lacertin surged toward the barrier, pulling Cora with him. He didn’t have to go far, and wasn’t sure that he would be able to pierce the barrier. When they struck, he felt it pushing against him.

      At first, the sense was hard and painful, but Lacertin persisted, holding onto his shaping.

      Cora screamed something, but Lacertin could not hear it.

      He pushed even harder and felt the barrier begin to weaken.

      Drawing on even more strength, the barrier bent, and then they slid through.

      Lacertin tumbled toward the ground, his shaping failing.

      They had been high above as they went through. Falling from this high was dangerous. He struggled to reach for wind or even earth to soften the fall, but nothing came. It had taken all of his strength simply to cross.

      He had made a mistake.

      Wind gusted beneath them, scooping them before they crashed into the earth and whisking them away from the barrier.

      Lacertin looked around, searching for the wind shaper who had helped, and found no one.

      Then he realized it was Cora.

      She lowered them to the ground, bringing them down with less control than he would manage, but the fact that she’d managed to hold both of them with her shaping impressed him. It was challenge enough shaping wind to carry one, but carrying another… that was a different level of ability.

      Cora’s face contorted as she looked around. “This place. It is so… green.”

      “This is Galen,” Lacertin said, standing and dusting his hands on his legs. The Incendin garb that kept him comfortable in the heat did not help the same with the cool gusting Galen winds. The air smelled different on this side of the barrier, earthy and with the heavy scent of rain and moisture.

      In the distance, the Gholund Mountains rose up to white-capped peaks, and on the other side he could almost feel the pull of Ethea, as if the university or his faded sense of duty called to him. Massive oak and elm trees rose along the lower edge of the mountains, with pine trees beginning to mix in, the higher up the mountain he looked. A hawk circled high overhead, and a lone wolf howled—the sound more natural than the horrible call from the hounds that pierced the fading daylight.

      “You know these lands?” she asked.

      “I know these lands,” he agreed.

      Cora started toward the distant tree line, sliding on a shaping of wind as she went. Lacertin followed, his strength not yet returned, and he struggled to catch her. When she reached the trees, she paused and waited for him.

      “You found earth here?”

      Lacertin looked up the slope of the rock. “Not here,” he started. “This is the Incendin side of the mountains. When I was brought to these lands, I was on the other side, coming from Ethea.”

      He reached out with his sense of earth, letting the heavy sense fill him. Galen might be a land of wind, but these lands were also powerful in earth. His earth instructor Ignan had claimed that the elementals still filled these lands. Given the speed with which he had discovered earth here, Lacertin couldn’t argue that was true.

      “Listen for earth,” Lacertin said to Cora. “Earth can fill you here. It is everywhere.”

      Cora let her eyes fall closed and breathed in and out. “The wind is powerful here,” she said.

      “You have to ignore the wind. Galen is a place of much wind, and the archivists claim that ara blows through here, but you don’t have to listen hard to hear earth, either. It is everywhere.”

      Lacertin felt as if it practically filled him, the power of earth surging, flowing through him, and he could pull on it, draw it forth, but released it.

      Cora strained for earth. The effort pulled at the corners of her eyes and pinched her mouth, drawing it tight. Rather than earth, wind swirled violently around her, lifting her hair and pulling on her clothes. Water added to the wind, plentiful in these lands, and needles of water slammed against him. She added fire, and steam hissed from the midst of her shaping.

      Then she relaxed. “It doesn’t work for me.”

      Lacertin led her deeper into the Gholund Mountains. This was an ancient place, even for the kingdoms, and the power of the mountains and the trees and even the air pressed upon him. He felt the elemental power, even if he couldn’t reach the elementals.

      “Just let your focus relax,” he said. “Set your feet and try to reach through yourself, through the ground beneath you, and feel the way everything connects.”

      Earth sensing brought him awareness of not only the dirt and rock, but of the trees and animals within the mountains of Galen. More than any of the elements, earth sensing let him feel that he was a part of something. Fire burned and was essential for life. Without fire and heat, nothing could live. Wind was the breath of life, the current that moved men and women, important for different reasons. Water was the blood within him, the cleansing power of the sea, the quenching of his thirst. But earth brought a connectedness that was different than the other elements.

      He breathed it in, letting the sense of earth fill him, surging through him.

      Through earth, he sensed others nearby, and moving quickly.

      “We need to leave Galen,” he said softly, his heart quickening.

      Cora scanned the area around them. “What is it?”

      Lacertin had made a mistake bringing her here. And now she would be endangered because of him. “Shapers.”
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      Lacertin shaped them toward the barrier, and Cora followed on wind. When they reached the barrier, it pressed against them, a buzzing sort of sense that rubbed against his shaping. He probed against the barrier, reaching for the spot high overhead that they had used to come through, but found no traces of it, almost as if coming through the barrier had destroyed the weakness.

      “It’s gone,” he told Cora.

      “How do you propose for us to escape?”

      Lacertin sensed along the barrier, but couldn’t find any weakness. They wouldn’t be able to cross, not without the assistance of the kingdoms’ shapers, and Lacertin doubted that they’d help him a second time. Veran had allowed him to pass once, but he didn’t think that he would be given another opportunity.

      The shapers approached and were nearly upon them.

      Pulling on earth, Lacertin wrapped them in a shaping, obscuring them.

      Against an earth shaper, it wouldn’t work. Whoever came must have some earth sense for them to detect their presence, unless they’d only picked up on the crossing of the barrier.

      He raised a finger to his lips to silence Cora.

      “The barrier remains intact,” a voice said. Lacertin could see who spoke, and the voice didn’t remind him of anyone, though he knew so few people within Ethea and the university that it was possible he hadn’t met them.

      “There was a disturbance here,” said another.

      Lacertin recognized the speaker and pulled on a subtle shaping of wind that drew in front of his eyes to see. Jayna stood near the edge of the trees, dressed in the heavy wool of this region of Galen, a troubled expression pinching her mouth. The last time he had seen her, she had attempted to heal the princess. Had she kept the secret?

      He suspected that she had. Otherwise Incendin would have heard something, wouldn’t they? But had the priest heard anything, would he have said something to him?

      Lacertin doubted that he would.

      “We need to return. You know what Theondar said about moving too far out of position.”

      “Theondar doesn’t come to the border, does he?” Jayna said. She barely hid the irritation in her voice.

      The fact that she was out here meant that she had been elevated to master shaper. At least her helping him hadn’t destroyed her opportunities with the university. When he left, Lacertin had worried that she would have been punished for her role in helping him.

      “Besides, there is something here…”

      She started toward him and Lacertin tensed, wondering if she would be able to detect him, even masked as he was. It was possible that she could. Jayna had proved that she was a potent water shaper, and there might be a way for her to detect him with water.

      “Can you use water to shield us?” he whispered to Cora. With the earth shaping he held, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to add another shaping, especially with everything that he’d done to get them across the barrier in the first place. And with water, Cora might not have as much skill as he possessed—though he suspected she would in time—she had more strength than he possessed.

      Her eyes narrowed as she considered the question, but then she nodded. Her shaping of water began to build, slowly growing and swirling around them. As it touched him, a cold gripped his chest, a sensation unlike any shaping he had ever experienced.

      Jayna stopped only a few paces from them. From here, he could see the intense expression on her face, and could smell the clean scent of her. He silently willed her away, wanting to push her from them, not wanting to need to do anything more than that. How hurt would she be if he revealed himself, only to show that he truly had abandoned the kingdoms?

      “What is it?” The other shaper was a younger man, with deep brown hair. Lacertin had never seen him before, but he looked at Jayna with a fondness that sent pangs through Lacertin.

      But it shouldn’t. She deserved happiness. And he was pleased that she hadn’t suffered for assisting him. The only person who should suffer for his decision should be him.

      “I thought I sensed… Nothing. I guess nothing.”

      Lacertin detected the buildup of her water shaping and it swept around them, but whatever Cora had done protected them, keeping Jayna from realizing where he hid.

      “We should continue north. You heard the reports.”

      “I heard them. I don’t believe them,” she said.

      “You don’t think the lisincend are in the north?”

      Jayna shifted her attention toward the barrier. A soft shaping swept over it, barely enough to disturb it, before withdrawing. “I don’t think they could cross the barrier. They may be in the north, but still on the Incendin side.”

      “That’s not what the report—”

      “I know what the report said.” Jayna shook her head and then turned away, heading back toward the trees. “Let’s move north. If there is anything to the report, then we have a day or more before we reach them.”

      The shapers moved off and Lacertin couldn’t hear what the other shaper said.

      He sighed and released his earth shaping. When he nodded to Cora, she did the same with water.

      He looked north. “Did the lisincend cross the barrier?” He asked the question mostly to himself, not really expecting that Cora would answer.

      “Those who embrace fire have much strength,” she said.

      “Enough to cross?”

      “I don’t know. I hadn’t experienced your barrier before today.”

      His barrier. She called it his and he couldn’t even argue. The barrier was because of him, wasn’t it? Without his contribution, the barrier would never have been constructed, only now… Now Lacertin wasn’t sure that the barrier had been well designed. It was effective, but separating Incendin, especially the more he learned, might have been a mistake. How much did both of the peoples lose by not have some sort of connection, an interaction?

      Without crossing the waste, he would never have learned the way that Incendin worshipped Issa, bordering on fervor. He would never have understood the purpose of the Fire Fortress, even if he didn’t fully know everything about it. He would never have learned that a fire shaper of Incendin could become skilled enough to become a warrior. Did that not make their people more alike?

      “I need to find out,” he said.

      “Lacertin Alaseth, we came to determine whether I could connect with earth.” Cora sounded hurt and disappointed, as if he would leave her here or force her back without him. But Lacertin didn’t even know how to cross the barrier again. He doubted that he would be able to force her back.

      “I don’t know that detecting earth here is right,” he admitted. He should have seen the mistake before now. “You are a warrior of Incendin. You discovered fire, wind, and water all within Incendin. That is where you will find earth as well.” If only he knew where earth flowed most strongly in Incendin, he could help her find it, but he didn’t.

      The familiar sense of duty pressed on him. The responsibility that Ilton had instilled in him, tying him to the kingdoms, almost as if he were afraid that Lacertin would depart and make the crossing to Incendin. He wanted to know whether the lisincend could cross. More than that, he needed to know whether they could cross.

      “We need to see if they crossed,” Lacertin said.

      “We?”

      “You don’t have to come,” he told her. He studied Cora and the way the heat radiating from her body felt against him, the comfortable way that he’d become around her. She looked at him with concern, real concern in her eyes. Lacertin had so few who had ever cared about him. Ilton had cared in his way, but Lacertin had been a tool to the king as much as a friend. Ilianna might have cared, but not enough to reveal her secret sooner. Not when he might have been able to do something for her. And other friends had come too late for him in the kingdoms. Veran and Jayna and… no others.

      Could he have found something unexpected in Incendin? Lacertin almost didn’t dare hope that he could have.

      He touched Cora’s arm, letting a gentle shaping of fire mingle with her shaping. “I need to know. You don’t have to come with me,” he repeated, “but I would like it if you would.”

      Cora glanced south, where they had left the Servants of Issa arrayed on the other side of the barrier. “They will wonder what you’ve done with me.”

      Lacertin smiled. A part of him wished answers were simpler and wished that his life had been simpler, but maybe the priest was right. Maybe Issa had called him. Given the fact that Lacertin had nothing else, could he ignore the call?

      But he would do this last thing for his kingdom. If the lisincend had crossed, he needed to know.

      He grabbed Cora’s hand and built a shaping and carried them north.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The land changed here, spreading out with fewer trees and hills as they grew closer to the Gholund Mountains. This far to the north, they were closer to Doma than the kingdoms, though near enough the border with the kingdoms that the barrier still pressed against him. Lacertin brought them to the ground, guiding them on his shaping to a wide, flat clearing.

      “Why here?” Cora asked.

      Lacertin wasn’t entirely certain, but he hadn’t seen anything along the borders that indicated the lisincend had crossed the barrier. It was possible that they hadn’t, at least not yet. “I don’t see anything.”

      “You might not,” Cora reminded him.

      The lisincend were capable of hiding themselves, masking with a heat veil much like what radiated up from the rock within Incendin after the sun began burning along the ground. Lacertin thought such an ability would be useful, but there were drawbacks as well. They could use the veil, but could not mask the heat. Within Incendin, that wasn’t usually a problem, but within the kingdoms, especially a cool section of the kingdoms like Galen, that heat disturbance would be detectable.

      “Here I would,” Lacertin said. During his time serving as First Warrior, he’d had the opportunity to detect the lisincend. His ability with fire granted him enough sensitivity to do so easily, much more than most within the kingdoms. “I don’t detect any of their heat.”

      Cora frowned, and her brow furrowed as she did. “Why would they attack here?”

      Lacertin hadn’t worked that out. There would be nothing for them to gain from attacking along here, other than risking drawing more of the kingdoms’ attention. As they traveled here, he had tested the barrier, working along it and searching for weaknesses, but detected nothing. The barrier was as stout here as it had been further south. If nothing else, Theondar and Althem had taken the construction and maintenance of the barrier to heart.

      Cora reached out with fire, sending a much more controlled shaping than he would have managed. Lacertin still marveled at her skill. There was much the Servants could teach the kingdoms, much as he suspected there was much the kingdoms could teach Incendin. Cora was not likely the only shaper capable of learning other elements. With her strength, she would learn to shape regardless of whether she chose it or not, but others, those with potential but not the same strength, would need it drawn from them. Without a more formal instruction, there would be no way to pull those shapings from them.

      “Do you detect anything?” Lacertin asked.

      “There is… fire somewhere here,” she said. “It is faint, and unlike anything I have ever felt.” She turned her head to the side, frowning. “I can almost hear it.” Her eyes opened and she shook her head. “Perhaps there is nothing,” she said. “Imagination.”

      Lacertin felt fire strongly but had never heard it, but maybe his connection to it was different than what she managed. With her control, it was possible that she experienced the draw of fire in a unique way. Or maybe she truly heard Issa.

      He strained with his connection to fire, adding each of the other elements as he listened for anything that didn’t belong. She had strength with fire—strength with the other elements as well—but strength was not the same as experience, and Lacertin knew these lands and knew what might not belong.

      At the edge of his awareness, but closer than he would have expected, he detected something different.

      He started forward.

      Cora grabbed his arm. “Lacertin—”

      “I don’t know what I sense, but there is something.”

      She studied him a moment and then nodded. “Where?” she asked.

      Cora used a shaping that combined fire, water, and wind. She took his hand and Lacertin realized that he could guide, and directed her shaping in the direction that he detected, much like with the shared shaping used around the celebration fire. It was another thing that the kingdoms could learn from Incendin. No shapings were ever shared in this way. And maybe he could use it to help trigger something with earth?

      But first he would help her understand.

      The combined shaping was more powerful than what he managed alone. Without her contribution to earth, it was imbalanced, and he withdrew the shapings he used, reducing them so that the combined shaping remained constant. Taking the lead, he stretched toward the faint difference.

      Her eyes widened. “I sense it,” she whispered.

      Lacertin continued forward, holding onto the connection with Cora, but releasing control of the shaping. Near a stack of rock—and closer to the barrier than he had realized—the strangeness that he detected came more strongly.

      He started forward, holding onto a combined shaping of fire and earth, mixing the two for protection, when he felt a sudden surge of heat and energy all around him.

      Rock exploded toward him.

      And one of the lisincend stepped forth.
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      The heat radiating from the lisincend was enormous. The creature had thick skin, a hairless head, and from the waist down was covered in maroon leathers. The upper body was lithe and muscular. Almost black eyes regarded Lacertin and Cora with disdain, and the lisincend snaked a thick tongue over its lips.

      Lacertin hesitated. Always before, he would have attacked. The lisincend were horrible creatures of fire, dangerous and destructive, and much more powerful than any fire shaper, but his time in Incendin had given him a different perspective on the creatures. The Servants of Issa claimed the lisincend had embraced fire, and he might not know what that meant, but the fact that they valued the lisincend, even knowing what they were, gave him pause.

      Fire shot toward them.

      Lacertin shifted his shaping of earth, catching the fire shaping and directing it toward the ground. Cora moved to his side and prepared a shaping to match, but defaulted to fire.

      “It won’t work on the lisincend,” Lacertin said. He might not know them the same way that the Servants did, but he had fought against them and knew what worked, and more importantly, what did not. Using fire against them would not work. They were creatures that had almost become fire, like elementals in their own twisted way. But earth and water… those could work.

      “I am not trying to stop him,” Cora said calmly. The shaping stretched toward the lisincend, reaching him with something like a caress. Cora ran her shaping along his skin, snaking down his thick flesh, before withdrawing.

      “A Servant,” he hissed. His voice was horrible and cracked in way that reminded Lacertin of the splitting of logs. “You should not be here, Servant.”

      “And you should return to the Sunlands,” she said softly.

      He hissed again. “Return. That is all that I have tried to do.” His eyes considered Lacertin. “This one is dressed as a Servant but he used earth.”

      “Shape him,” Cora urged.

      “I don’t know—”

      He didn’t get the chance to finish.

      A shaping of fire exploded behind him. Lacertin spun and saw two shapers emerge from the trees. He recognized one—a younger fire shaper that he’d seen while still in the kingdoms—but not the other, a man wearing thick wool leggings and shaping earth in front of him.

      “Great Mother,” the earth shaper swore. His shaping of earth cascaded toward Lacertin, but there wasn’t enough focus in it to do much good. The man had some strength and talent, but not enough skill, nothing like other earth shapers Lacertin knew.

      It took little focus to shift the shaping and send it delving deep into the ground, where it fizzled to nothing. The shaper’s eyes widened.

      “Earth shaper!” he called.

      Cora started shaping, and the lisincend attacked.

      Lacertin stood as if frozen. If he helped Cora, he would attack the kingdoms. If he helped the kingdoms, he would have to attack Cora.

      Neither option felt right.

      The fire shaper sent a lancing of flame toward him, but it was nothing compared to some of the shapings that had been used on him in Incendin. Lacertin caught the shaping and twisted it, where it dissipated.

      Then he constructed a wall of earth, raising it to block the two shapers from Cora and him, putting him on the side with the lisincend. The earth shaper battered at him but was too new, and Lacertin had enough skill to maintain the shaping.

      The lisincend stalked toward him and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him to the air.

      Cora tried a soothing shaping as she had used before, but the lisincend simply glanced at her and pressed back with a surge of heat.

      “You need to shape him,” she whispered again.

      Spots in Lacertin’s vision began to fade and the shaping of earth collapsed behind him. The lisincend pressed heat past Lacertin, attacking the two shapers.

      Lacertin couldn’t pull himself free. He couldn’t even keep himself in place.

      “Shape him,” Cora urged again.

      Her voice echoed in his mind, like a hollow memory.

      This was how he would die. Trapped between what he was and what he could have been, he would fail. And then Cora would die, trapped by the barrier. She and the lisincend might be able to fight for a while, but the kingdoms had enough numbers to send shaper after shaper at them. Eventually they would fall, all because of the barrier that he had constructed.

      How could he shape the lisincend? What did she expect from him?

      He breathed out and couldn’t take another one in. The lisincend squeezed on his throat, crushing him. He would die because of fire.

      Had Issa planned this?

      Lacertin nearly laughed, but nothing came out. Issa had done nothing for him, only bringing him to Incendin so that he would die. First he suffered, the shaping used on him tormenting him, and then he suffered more, drawn into the circle of the other shapers, the Servants of Issa, with the pulsing pounding shaping that was so much like what…

      With a start, he knew what he had to do but didn’t know if he was strong enough.

      Lacertin reached for fire, but it failed him.

      Heat surged and met with resistance from a water shaping.

      Lacertin’s heart sunk. Had Jayna come, too?

      The lisincend would be too much for her, much as it was too much for him. The fire shaper would fall first. Fire could not withstand both a Servant and one of the lisincend. Then Jayna. Water would be easier to stop than earth.

      He strained, struggling for the sense of fire, but it was a distant sense.

      Had Lacertin not known fire the best, had it not been the element that he served the longest, it would not have responded. But he knew fire, and fire knew him.

      And, strangely, the heat flowing from the lisincend was familiar.

      Lacertin managed to reach fire and formed the shapings that had been used on him, those that he now understood had been demonstrations, ways to control the lisincend, and sent as powerful a shaping as he could manage at the lisincend. Not to attack, but to soothe, using fire to calm.

      The hand squeezing his neck relaxed. Lacertin took a gasping breath of air as he dropped to his knees, holding onto the shaping.

      There was something familiar to the lisincend.

      At first, he had thought it the heat, that he had grown accustomed to the shaping because of what he’d experienced while in Incendin, but this was a different sort of familiarity. This wasn’t about the shaping, but the shaper.

      Somehow, Lacertin recognized the lisincend.

      “Servant,” the lisincend hissed.

      Lacertin opened his eyes. With the lisincend holding onto him, he hadn’t seen anything happening around him, but now he became aware of the chaos of surging elements. He would have to work out later why the lisincend seemed familiar.

      Cora had the most restraint, not trying to kill, only to defend. The fire shaper threw shaping after shaping at her, but she deflected each one. The water shapings—presumably from Jayna—were powerful, but so was Cora, and she managed to deflect those as well. Earth was focused on him, and Lacertin found himself buried and shook it off with a rumble that echoed through the land around them.

      The lisincend waited, standing silent next to him.

      “We need to get across the barrier,” Lacertin said to Cora. He pulled on earth, drawing it back into a wall that separated them from the Incendin shapers.

      “There is no way,” the lisincend said.

      Lacertin frowned. “That’s why you were here?”

      “This shaping prevents crossing,” he answered.

      Lacertin swore under his breath. If not for the barrier, the lisincend would have been able to return to Incendin and the kingdoms would not have needed to attack.

      Earth, water, and fire assaulted the wall he had constructed. If they managed to get past, he would have to make a choice. Lacertin did not want to make a choice.

      There had to be a way. He had crossed over because of the defect created by Veran when he first left, but that had disappeared as he crossed. Would there be a way to weaken it again?

      Not from this side.

      But from the other side… if he could somehow reach the Servants, he might be able to find a shaping that would let them pass, especially if they could attack together.

      But what to do here?

      He would have to stay and hold the shaping.

      “You need to go to the Servants,” he told Cora. “Have them work together on the barrier. They need to hit it at the same spot. After they do, you should be able to cross.”

      “Only me, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      The lisincend seethed suddenly.

      “I have to hold this or they will see and follow.”

      “We can all go,” she said, taking his hand.

      The attack on his shaping strengthened. Lacertin pushed back, but earth resisted. This time, the shaping used against him had more skill. Whoever used earth knew what they were doing.

      Wind surged, gusting against them as a wind shaper appeared. How much longer could he hold? When would a warrior appear?

      Lacertin glanced over to the lisincend. With the shaping they’d used, the lisincend appeared calm, but heat still seethed from him. The creature watched him, as if waiting for him to direct what they did.

      He couldn’t leave the lisincend here. Not because he wanted to help the creature, but because it meant that some of the kingdoms’ shapers would be in danger.

      “Damn,” he breathed out. Even when he didn’t want to make a choice, he had to make one. “You’ll have to help,” he told Cora.

      And they could only use wind. Anything else, and he would lose control of the shaping. He couldn’t use a warrior shaping to travel toward the Servants, not with both Cora and the lisincend.

      “I will help you,” she said softly.

      She took his hand.

      Lacertin looked to the lisincend. “Are you ready to return to the Sunlands?”

      The creature tipped its head. “Servant,” it hissed.

      Lacertin shaped wind, augmented by Cora’s help. With a powerful gust, they were swept into the air and whisked toward the south.

      Cold wind seemed to pull on them, slowing him.

      Lacertin swore, shifting his focus, trying to shape the wind, but found that he couldn’t, not with the same ability that he was accustomed to having, almost as if the wind itself fought him.

      “I’m not strong enough,” he said.

      “You must add fire,” Cora said, shifting the focus of the shaping as she assumed control of it. Heat swirled, sifting through the barrier, and gave the shaping renewed strength.

      The cool wind fought, but wasn’t able to stop their shaping.

      With brutal force, they slammed to the ground across the barrier from the Servants. Trees rose up behind him and a shaping came on the wind, pulling with more force than he thought possible. A powerful wind shaper neared.

      Lacertin shivered. If it was who he feared, he did not want to risk remaining.

      “Shape fire at the barrier!” he called to Alisz.

      When she hesitated, Cora begged, “Please, sister!”

      They didn’t hesitate any longer. The Servants shaped fire, twisting it with more control than he would ever have imagined, sending a focus of flame at the barrier. Lacertin tensed as it struck, partly afraid that it would pierce the barrier and hit them. He didn’t have enough strength to withstand it if it did, but the shaping hit the barrier and faded as if it were nothing.

      The Servants released their shaping.

      Lacertin probed the barrier where they had struck, and found it weakened.

      “Go,” he urged Cora.

      “Let him go first,” she said, motioning to the lisincend.

      The creature studied Lacertin. “You are a Servant, but not as well.”

      Lacertin swallowed. “Issa chose me,” he said.

      The lisincend hissed out a breath. A shaping built from him and layered over Lacertin, and for a moment, he knew the brutality of the torment the Servants had used on him when he first came to Incendin, but then it faded, changing over to something else.

      There was familiarity to the shaping, a deep resonance that he hadn’t known for years, but one that he recognized.

      “Chasn?” he whispered.

      The lisincend hissed.

      Wind slammed into them.

      Cora did all that she could to push against it, straining, but she could only fight so long. “Hurry, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      Lacertin swallowed. Could his brother be the lisincend standing across from him? Could that have been possible?

      Wind gusted with increased force, trying to pull him away from the barrier. “Go,” he urged.

      The lisincend—his brother—stared at him a moment and then turned to the barrier and surged through, emerging on the other side.

      “Now us,” he told Cora.

      He turned to the barrier and probed his way along. The weakness that had been there had disappeared as the lisincend passed through. “Shape the barrier again,” he said to the Servants.

      On the other side, Alisz stared at him. For long moments, he wasn’t sure that she would do what he needed, that she might leave the barrier intact, stranding he and Cora on this side.

      Then the Servants shaped once more.

      A shaping of fire and wind built behind him, sharp and powerful.

      “Lacertin!”

      He turned in time to see Cora as she jumped in front of him as a shaping of fire streaked toward him with strength that he wouldn’t be able to withstand.

      “No… Cora!”

      Somehow, she pulled on earth. A wall of rock surged, drawn forth by her shaping, but coming from beneath the barrier, from Incendin.

      The rock blocked the attack and she fell.

      Lacertin reached her on a shaping of wind and grabbed her. She felt so light in his arms, and the heat radiating off her mingled with his fire shaping, almost as if without thought. Even knowing that he shouldn’t, he leaned in and kissed her.

      He held her for long moments, ignoring the shaping building behind him, savoring the closeness. Then he sighed.

      When he released her, she smiled up at him. “Come, Lacertin Alaseth. Let us go home.”
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      Lacertin stood at the edge of the rock overlooking the sea, waves crashing far below him. In the distance, a seagull cawed, but otherwise, there was nothing but the sea. The power of the waves sent a thrill through him each time it collided with the rocks. For the first time, Lacertin realized that water seemed stronger for him in Incendin.

      Not only water, but the way the hot wind fluttered around him, pulling on the thin shirt he wore, swirling around his hair, was different as well. Stronger in some ways. He had yet to determine if earth was the same.

      “You knew,” he said without turning. He hadn’t needed to turn to recognize the priest coming up to him. The man approached softly, but he had a distinct signature that pulled on Lacertin’s awareness, a mixture of fire and, strangely, something that reminded him of earth.

      “I knew what, Lacertin Alaseth?”

      A particularly large wave hit the shore, sending a mist of salty spray up the face of the cliff. Lacertin wiped it off his lips, but didn’t move. The rising sunlight demanded his attention, and he savored its warmth. Reflected colors from the sunset streaked across the water, orange and pink and reds, all mixing, shifting with the waves.

      “You knew about Chasn.”

      He still couldn’t believe that his brother was one of the lisincend, that he had embraced fire. Since returning to Incendin, he hadn’t seen Chasn again. He’d disappeared, gone wherever the lisincend went, but Lacertin had a feeling that he would see him again. If his time here had proven anything, it was that there was a purpose to everything.

      “Issa called you for a reason, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He sighed. “Issa? Is that what you tell yourself?”

      “You think there’s another answer?”

      Lacertin faced him, pulling strength from the waves and the sunlight and pushing away the irritation that he’d felt. “You used me.”

      “Issa called to you, and you answered.”

      “How is it that I wasn’t freed before? You claim I wasn’t a prisoner.”

      “You were not.”

      “I find it interesting that you released me near the time my brother was trapped in the kingdoms.”

      The priest smiled at him. “As I said—”

      “Do not say Issa,” Lacertin warned.

      The priest crossed his hands in front of him, gripping the Book of Issa. “How long do you think you have been in the Sunlands, Lacertin Alaseth?” he asked.

      He shook his head. He’d lost track of the time during his initial imprisonment. It could have been weeks or even months. “I don’t know.”

      “When you came to us, you cried out for answers. You were angry, and raged with each of the elements. It was all we could do to subdue you so that you could be tested.”

      Lacertin swallowed. He hadn’t known how he reacted, only that he had come for answers. He had thought that he was subtler than that.

      “Many thought you would fail, that we should return you to your kingdoms, but I saw promise in you.”

      “Promise, or someone you could use?” He tried to hide the bitterness in his voice but knew that he failed.

      “Not use,” the priest said. “Have I done anything to use you? Search within yourself, Lacertin Alaseth, and you will see that you already know the answer.”

      The priest had done nothing but welcome him, and more warmly than he deserved. Had the reverse happened, had a shaper from Incendin come to the kingdoms, the welcome would have been much different. Did it matter if he’d been used?

      And could he really claim that the priest had used him? Everything that he’d done had been his choice. Even saving the lisincend had been his choice.

      No, the priest didn’t deserve the way Lacertin spoke to him. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve my anger.”

      “Your anger is understandable. You are not of the Sunlands. The testing would have been foreign to you. But if you understood the testing, you would understand that I could not have used you. The choice was Issa.”

      “How long was I tested?” he asked.

      The priest sighed. “You spent nearly two years.”

      Lacertin’s breath caught. Two years. No wonder Jayna had appeared different when he saw her, and no wonder he knew none of the other shapers. He had been gone too long.

      “What will happen with Chasn?” he asked the priest.

      “Your brother embraced fire long ago. Those who do, they are changed.” The priest rested his hand on his arm. “The brother you knew is gone, Lacertin Alaseth.”

      He turned and stared out over the ocean. “The brother he knew is gone, too,” he said softly. Lacertin didn’t even know who he was anymore, but it wasn’t a shaper of the kingdoms. He stood in silence for long moments, nothing but the water slamming into the rock. “What now?”

      “The choice is yours, as it always has been.”

      He couldn’t return to the kingdoms, not now, and not if he wanted to, which he no longer knew if he did. Strangely, he felt welcomed here in a way that he had never felt before. These were hard lands and a hard people, but their faith softened them. He had not expected that.

      Then there was Cora. She was another surprise, and a pleasant one.

      He looked up, sensing her approach. She smiled at him and slid toward him on a shaping of each of the elements. She’d grown stronger in the time that they’d returned.

      Cora nodded to the priest as she took his hand.

      “If I stay, does it matter that I don’t know whether I believe Issa chose me?” he asked the priest.

      He smiled. “It is not for you to know. That is for you to discover over time.”

      “Over time?”

      “As I said, it is your choice whether you will serve. It is Issa’s choice to name you as a Servant.”

      With that, the priest left him standing with Cora on the rocks overlooking the ocean.

      She kissed him, and then they stood hand in hand, both of them listening to the waves, with the rising sunlight growing warmer on his skin.

      Lacertin could almost believe that he had been chosen. Even if he weren’t, he’d found something unexpected, much like the priest had claimed he would. Nothing that he wanted, but everything that he needed.

      He had found peace.
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* * *

      The Cloud Warrior Saga will continue! Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to hear about the next release.
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* * *

      If you enjoyed the Cloud Warrior Saga, check out the first novel set in a new series: The Dark Ability.

      Exiled by his family. Claimed by thieves. Could his dark ability be the key to his salvation?
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      Rsiran is a disappointment to his family, gifted with the ability to Slide. It is a dark magic, one where he can transport himself wherever he wants, but using it will only turn him into the thief his father fears.

      Forbidden from Sliding, he’s apprenticed under his father as a blacksmith where lorcith, a rare, precious metal with arcane properties, calls to him, seducing him into forming forbidden blades. When discovered, he’s banished, sentenced indefinitely to the mines of Ilphaesn Mountain.

      Though Rsiran tries to serve obediently, to learn to control the call of lorcith as his father demands, when his life is threatened in the darkness of the mines, he finds himself Sliding back to Elaeavn where he finds a black market for his blades - and a new family of thieves.

      There someone far more powerful than him discovers what he can do and intends to use him. He doesn’t want to be a pawn in anyone’s ambitions; all he ever wanted was a family. But the darkness inside him cannot be ignored - and he’s already embroiled in an ancient struggle that only he may be able to end.
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