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        Most believe the Endless War nearly over. I have seen how Ter continues to press the attack. They would destroy all of Rens if they could, but for what purpose? What is it about Rens that Ter fears?

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena Lagaro crouched outside the circle of trees, the nearby draasin pen pressing against her sensing as she listened to the call of fire. The sound came to her distantly but pulled with increasing strength and urgency. No longer could she ignore it as she once had, but no longer did she hide it, either. At least she wasn’t alone with that ability, not as she had long believed.

      The draasin lapped at the water from the stream, tipping her large, barbed head toward the water and taking thirsty drinks. Being penned constantly was stressful for the elemental, but was necessary to convince others in the order that the creatures were still hunted.

      When finished, the draasin unfurled her wings and stretched long claws, raking them against the dirt. Alena would have to remember to remove the evidence of the draasin before she left, but the earth shaping—manipulating the element to erase any proof that the creature of fire had been removed from the pen—should be easy enough.

      The others think you take too long.

      The draasin’s voice came through her mind, pushing at her with an insistence that she couldn’t ignore. In the time since first hearing the creatures and learning she could speak to the elementals, she had managed to push back the overbearing volume of the draasin’s connection, but it still boomed through her mind, making it difficult to do anything else.

      Alena met the draasin’s eyes, a deep yellow glowing with the heat of the sun. Steam billowed from her nostrils, slowly easing from the creature and disappearing on the cool wind. The draasin was a captive here, but why did Alena feel as if she were the one imprisoned?

      I do what I can, she answered. Keeping the draasin safe is difficult work.

      The draasin snorted then, the heat and steam placing a strain on the shaping Alena used to shield her presence from others who might be nearby. Eldridge would notify her if she needed to worry, but she couldn’t risk someone like Calan stumbling near the pen and surprising her, especially not after what happened with his student. Calan was one of the few truly competent hunters, one who took almost a little too much pride in the hunt.

      Safe? Is that what this is? The draasin are meant to fly and to hunt. You would have us do neither.

      The draasin agreed to the protection, Alena said. After what happened in Rens…

      She watched this one, wishing she could know her name. The draasin knew hers, for all the good that did. They still called her by a different name, referring to her as Lren. She hadn’t learned what that meant, though wouldn’t be surprised if it was some sort of slight. The draasin might be more intelligent than most realized, and dangerous, but they could be cruel at times as well. None had given their name to her, as if naming themselves would grant her some sort of power over them.

      The draasin snorted again, this time sending a small streamer of flame from her nostrils. Alena marveled at the way the fire billowed out and around the draasin’s mouth, racing down the scaled side before fading to nothing, leaving only a faint fog hovering above the creature’s hide.

      We agreed for your protection, Lren, not ours. This will not be tolerated for much longer.

      You keep calling me that, but you’ve not given me a name by which to call you.

      Silence.

      After a moment, the draasin replied, You may call me Sashi. It is not my name, no more than Lren is yours. You know what it means?

      Alena sniffed. It was a word from Rens, but not one that she recognized. No.

      Then you should learn. Sashi. stood and stretched her wings, unrolling them as if she were about to take flight. If she did, how would Alena explain her escape?

      Alena held her hands out and shaped earth and water together, weaving them in such a way as to layer the shaping atop the draasin. For some reason, that soothed them. She still didn’t understand why, but when it came to the draasin, she didn’t understand nearly as much as she needed to. Cheneth knew more than most about the elementals, but then, the scholar probably had forgotten more than most of the other scholars even knew. His expertise was the reason he’d come to the camp, if not the reason he’d managed to assume control of it. He didn’t admit to it, but Alena suspected he sat high in the College of Scholars, possibly even as a cardinal. Maybe Eldridge would tell her if she asked.

      Sashi rumbled at her, and the long, curling tail flicked toward Alena. Any of the spikes could kill, each longer than her arm, but the draasin slammed them into the ground, a mark of her frustration. In many ways, Alena shared it.

      We need more time, Alena said, feeling a surge of temper. The last time she’d spoken to Sashi had been after Thenas attempted to kill her. Now there was something different about her. If it’s discovered that we’re not hunting the draasin here, others will come, and they will be like Calan. She sent an image of the wide, muscular hunter through the strange connection. Sashi recognized him—most of the draasin did, now that he’d killed nearly a dozen of them—and she flicked her tail again. Most believe the draasin attack Ter.

      Not by choice, Lren.

      None of the draasin had explain how they could be controlled, only that they were. It was one of the things Cheneth wanted her to learn, though Alena wasn’t entirely certain the draasin knew the answer.

      We protect each other, Alena suggested. It was mostly true, but she doubted the draasin saw it quite so clearly.

      There is not the time we once had, Sashi told her. Others come, and they will not bother to speak in the same way.

      Alena tensed. This was what she needed to learn about. Cheneth had asked her to find out all she could about what they referred to as others, and how it tied into the ability to control the draasin. The elementals had another term for them, but none that Alena managed to understand.

      What do they want? she asked.

      The draasin do not know. Neither does the Mother, but you must be ready.

      How can we be ready when you’ve not given me enough to know how?

      Sashi snorted and leaned toward the water to take another long drink. A distant rumbling drifted through the shielding Alena had placed around the pen, telling her that someone neared.

      Alena stood and tipped her head toward the draasin, wondering when she’d ignore her and simply fly away. She could hide herself more easily than most thought and could disappear before anyone was aware she was gone.

      Sashi stretched again and, as if knowing her thoughts, drew out long claws that she raked across the ground, leaving deep gashes in the earth. Then she turned toward the draasin pen in the center of the nearby clearing and made her way back to it.

      Alena could only stare after the draasin. For one of the powerful elementals to fear anything caused terror to surge through her. The draasin didn’t even fear the warrior hunters of Ter, though Alena knew they had good reason not to. It wasn’t that the warriors couldn’t harm the draasin—seeing how competent Calan had become over the years was proof of that—but warriors first had to find the draasin, and doing so had become harder over time, especially since Rens had been essentially destroyed.

      Even with Rens destroyed, the stupid war still raged.

      No longer was the war the reason Alena was here. That had changed when she began to understand that the draasin feared the reason they were involved. Because of that, she feared as well.

      Reaching the pen, she found Sashi inside, backed against the wall, waiting. She watched Alena with narrowed eyes, the gold in them practically glowing and her quiet intelligence burning through. Alena placed the stone chains back around the draasin’s wings, slowly sealing the elemental into the pen and suppressing the heat coming from her. Stone countered the fire of the draasin in ways that Alena and the scholars still didn’t understand. Had it not been for the draasin, they wouldn’t have learned, and they never would have known how to use stone chains to capture them. In that way, the draasin had given Atenas the key to containing them.

      The draasin had given so much more, though. They had taught of fire, giving shapers like Alena tricks and techniques she wouldn’t have learned otherwise. How many shapers had studied for years and not discovered a way to create the heat veil the draasin demonstrated? Even something as simple as the wrappings of flame she’d learned, or the way to control heat, suppressing it so that she could approach fire much more closely than she otherwise could, had been learned from the draasin.

      What did the draasin get from the connection? Alena thought they received a sort of protection, at least an understanding that they were more than the violent creatures most thought them to be, but she wasn’t completely convinced that there wasn’t more. There had to be for the connection to make sense.

      Return soon, Sashi demanded.

      She sensed the concern through the connection to the elemental. As powerful as they might be, once the stone chains controlled them, no escape was possible. Now the draasin was truly at her mercy, a different sort of control than what those of Rens used on them. It was a position Alena didn’t enjoy.

      As soon as it is safe to do so. You will warn me if there is another attack?

      Did I not the last time?

      The draasin had, and it was the only way Calan had been prevented from actually killing the last elemental. She’d used a shaping to subdue it and had managed to convince it that she wouldn’t let Calan kill it. Masking her shaping, she’d deflected the angle of his blade enough that he hadn’t managed to sever anything vital, but Alena didn’t know how many more times she’d be able to do the same. Eventually a shaper as skilled as Calan would learn what she did, and how would she answer? She would stop the riders, but killing the draasin—the elementals—felt wrong.

      I will be ready, Alena promised.

      Sashi snorted softly and backed against the wall, lying down and wrapping her long barbed tail around her.

      Alena watched the draasin for a moment more before turning away. She passed quickly through the shielded barrier that prevented most within the barracks from learning about this pen. Only a few knew this place existed. She’d been surprised when Jasn had discovered it, but he was turning out to be more than she had expected. Not only was he a skilled shaper—and a quicker study than her last student—but he had other talents that she wanted to better understand. Cheneth suspected Jasn could speak to the elementals, and time would tell whether that was true or not.

      She hurried through the forest, not finding any evidence of the shaping that had disturbed her enough to return the draasin to the pen, and reached the small rise overlooking the valley the barracks spread across or the valley the barracks occupied. As she often did, she paused, listening to the sounds, using a combination of earth and water shaping to detect who might be in the camp. Most were students, only a few of whom would ever learn enough to pass on to the next step in their training, but there were a few other masters, and also the scholars.

      Alena started down the hill, sending a shaping of water pulsing toward Cheneth to give warning that she came his way. There were other ways to notify him, but this close, water was the easiest and most effective. Besides, she enjoyed the irritation she expected he’d have when she came, annoyed that she’d interrupted him again. Maybe he’d show her the way the page smeared, the letters worked on the sheet less clear because of her shaping. The first time he’d done that, she’d had to suppress her laughter. The man was stubbornly determined to make her into a scholar regardless of how much she abhorred the idea. Not that it mattered to Cheneth. As far as he was concerned, all she needed was more convincing.

      He met her at his door. Ink stained one cheek and his spectacles hung low on his nose, hovering on the brink of falling off. She nodded to him and glanced past, looking for evidence of anyone else, but saw only emptiness behind him.

      “You knocked?” he drawled. He shoved his glasses up onto his nose and stepped to the side, motioning her into his room. Like most in the barracks, it was sparsely decorated. A long, low cot was shoved against one wall. A wide table filled much of the space along the opposite side, and books were stacked neatly on top of it. One lay open on the table, a pen resting on its side with a dribble of ink spilled on the page. Alena suppressed a smile.

      When he shut the door behind her, she sealed it with air and earth, making certain that no one could hear their conversation. Using the trick of the draasin, she masked the shaping, twisting it in such a way that other shapers wouldn’t know what she did. There was risk in shaping that way, but less than one of the other hunters learning what she intended to share with Cheneth.

      “The draasin grow restless,” Alena said. Even now, she felt the presence of the draasin in the barracks. There was the smaller one used for training, and in the other pen, the larger one used to demonstrate their ferocity. Not many were given the chance to work with the draasin deeper in the forest. All flittered through her mind through the strange connection she shared with them, almost as if on a breeze. She only had to focus for that breeze to become a gusting wind, and then the draasin would push, driving through her ability to block them out. She wasn’t entirely certain she could, not completely.

      “Did you ever doubt they would?” Cheneth took a seat behind the table and motioned for Alena to follow suit. He picked his pen up and pressed his lips together as he considered the ink smeared across the page, looking up at Alena with a knowing frown. “We cage creatures of fire and ask for forgiveness. How long do you think we can expect that to last?”

      “I think the stone chains bind them completely. I have sensed the way it quenches their fire.”

      Cheneth pushed his glasses back on his face with a knuckle. “Chains they demonstrated for us. We know they’re more intelligent than believed; how certain are you that they didn’t deceive us with that?”

      His question echoed a concern that she shared, if only distantly. Alena sighed. “How much longer do you think we can maintain this farce?”

      “This is no farce,” Cheneth said. His gaze skimmed across the writing on his page and he closed the book, setting the pen back into a jar on the table. “No more than what the commander would have of us. Do you think he desires draasin hunters as a farce?”

      “He seeks to destroy all of Rens.”

      “I would not be so certain. I’m not entirely certain what he wants. The commander is capable,” Cheneth said. There was a pause as he said it, and Alena suspected that it was difficult for him to admit.

      Cheneth had some shaping ability, though he was not of the order and had not trained in Atenas. Alena doubted that many knew or even suspected. When she’d first come to the camp, it had taken her a few months to realize Cheneth was more than he seemed. Even now, she struggled with seeing him any differently, as if he truly was the small scholar he feigned.

      “Capable? That’s all that you can say of him?” she asked.

      “We have yet to understand what he intends. There is more to that man than we’ve learned.”

      Alena leaned back in her chair and smiled. “He was raised and trained by the order. What more is there to know?”

      For the longest time, she’d thought the Order of Warriors the only way to learn of shaping, but that had been before she’d met Cheneth and before she’d discovered how little she had truly known. Now she wondered what else she might not know about and what else she might be able to learn if only she could find the right instructor. Cheneth would not reveal where he’d learned shaping, though the more she was around him, the more she began to suspect. If she could only find the secret to his lessons, to what he knew… she could be even more talented. Even the draasin had taught her things she had not managed to learn in Atenas.

      “Raised more quickly than any before him. Trained with strength that few match.” He nodded when she arched a brow at him. “Yes, even here we don’t come close to the skill that he possesses, and the shapers in the barracks are some of the best to come out of Atenas. He’s powerful, and stronger than he should be.”

      “Only Atenas?” she asked.

      Cheneth looked at her over his glasses, his dark eyes taking on a harder expression, one she’d learned not to challenge. “Yes.”

      “The draasin will not tolerate this for much longer,” she said, bringing the conversation back around to where they had started.

      Cheneth’s eyes changed, shifting from a steel blue to a flint gray so quickly that Alena thought she’d imagined it, but she’d seen it happen before, even if she didn’t know how he managed to do it. “No. They will not. There is too much at stake, too many that can be harmed. We can no longer sit back, training without focus.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Only that I can see the shifting winds and the currents flowing through the earth. A change is afoot, Alena Lagaro, one that threatens to disrupt us all.”

      “The riders?” That was what Alena suspected, though in all the time she’d studied in the barracks, she hadn’t discovered the answer.

      Cheneth opened his book and turned a few pages before plucking his pen from the jar and dipping it into his inkwell. “They are a part of it, as are you, as is your student. The flows swirl strongly around him, Alena. You must see him trained.”

      Alena balled the cloth of her tunic. Teaching had never been a strong suit for her, and she struggled even more after losing her last student. It was part of the reason she left Atenas in the first place. Her refusal had created the first wedge, and now… now she didn’t think she could ever return. She could still serve the order, but she would do it in her way.

      “I’ve done what is needed to test him so far,” she said.

      “Yes, but I fear it isn’t enough. His loyalties are fickle, and something deeper and dark motivates him. You must find a way to bring him around.”

      “And if I can’t?” she asked, wondering if she would have to search for him and find a way to bring him back to the barracks.

      When Cheneth paused, ink dripped on the page. He made no effort to move or to stop it. “That is not an option.”
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        The college strives for neutrality, but some question this strategy, fearing the repercussions. They would have action rather than observation. I admit to uncertainty, as I wonder if Atenas discovered the power building to the south.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Water pulled on Alena, coming from the stream tumbling through the wide valley. She had the sense that it had been wider at one point and rolled through with more intensity, but it had faded to little more than a trickle here. Farther downstream, it widened and joined with the Feran River as it flowed toward Atenas and out into the sea. She’d been so long away from Atenas that she barely remembered the city, but she remembered the way the water burbled to the north of it, the earthiness of the air, and the overwhelming sense of power that came from the Tower of Atenas.

      She washed her hands in the stream, rinsing the film of dirt from them. The draasin pressed into her awareness, a constant sense that she tried to ignore but managed only to suppress to a low buzzing in the back of her mind. The three trapped draasin were agitated, more so than usual, and she hadn’t discovered why.

      “Has he returned?”

      Alena glanced over her shoulder to see Bayan leaning against the tree. Her hair was dark with a reddish hint, and with her rich, deeply tanned skin, Bayan could have come from Rens. She’d tried using that as an excuse not to teach, but Cheneth saw through her ploy.

      “No.” She stood and wiped her hands on her jacket, shifting it so that it kept the hilt of her sword exposed. That was habit more than anything, but she didn’t want to risk getting caught off guard again.

      “What if he doesn’t return? You’re willing to let him wash out?”

      She ignored the accusation. Alena knew her reputation, but there was simply no way around that, not with what she needed to do. And if what Cheneth told her was true, she couldn’t simply allow Volth to wash out. Only, she wasn’t sure how to find him. Each day that passed, she expected him to return, but each day, he did not. “We continue as we have. You study and learn.”

      “He was sent here by the commander. You don’t think that puts you in danger of—”

      “That puts me in no more danger than any other time.” That was true, as far as Bayan knew.

      “But the commander—”

      “Knows the rates of washout as well as any. I don’t owe it to the commander to ensure his favorite passes through.”

      There was a flicker of hurt and anger that crossed Bayan’s eyes. A part of Alena considered sharing her secret, but it was one that Cheneth hadn’t cleared, and Eldridge still hadn’t given her a read on Bayan. Bad enough that she had to trust Volth, especially with as little as she knew about him, no matter how strong his jawline or how well he filled out his jacket and breeches.

      “Now, if you’re done asking about someone not even here, can you tell me why we’re so far away from the barracks?” Alena asked.

      “We’re closer to Masul than anyplace else. Other than that…” Bayan’s eyes drifted closed as she reached out with a shaping. It was subtler than she’d once managed, but still far too noticeable.

      “Good. What can you tell me about Masul?”

      “It’s a mining and lumber town that sits along the border of Ter and Hennah. The mountains provide some protection. The people—”

      “I know that you studied in Atenas,” Alena said. “You don’t need to impress me with your knowledge of geography. But is there any reason you should be cautious here?”

      “Masul?” Alena nodded. “Not here. This place is well protected. Mostly quiet.”

      Alena snorted. This was the hardest lesson for some to master. Threats could come from anywhere. A warrior of the order, and especially one trained to be a hunter, must always be aware. “So you don’t think Masul has anyone we need to be concerned with?”

      Volth had surprised her in Masul. Cheneth might have thought he had potential, but Alena hadn’t been convinced. Until then. He’d managed to detect an attack that she had missed, but how? The small town should have been safe, protected in some ways by the barracks, but somehow Rens had reached there.

      Unless it wasn’t Rens. Cheneth didn’t have answers, though Alena hadn’t expected him to. The report of the attach had only worried him more.

      “I suppose it’s possible…” Bayan said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

      Alena suppressed rising frustration. Working with Bayan did that to her more often than it should. It wasn’t that the woman wasn’t capable—she was—but that she developed more slowly than Alena liked. If Alena would have to trust her, like Cheneth claimed they should trust Volth, Bayan would have to master something. Some days, she wasn’t sure that would happen.

      “Possible. It’s possible that you could have two draasin hiding in the woods here and not know,” Alena said.

      Bayan jerked her head around, as if expecting the elementals to suddenly emerge and attack.

      “Just as it’s possible that you’ve missed a pack of wolves.” Alena removed the shaping shielding them from the woods. Three massive mountain wolves lounged not far from them, startled as they suddenly appeared.

      Bayan let out a sigh. “I didn’t notice.”

      “No. Just as you didn’t notice the two men who have been watching us.”

      Alena pointed, motioning through the trees to the two men from Masul. Loggers, she suspected, and it disappointed her that Bayan still hadn’t noticed them.

      “Two?” the apprentice asked.

      As she did, a powerful shaping built not far from them, with no attempt to hide it. In the barracks, that was unusual. Most preferred to mask their shapings. Doing so helped hide the barracks as much as it allowed the shaper to practice obscuring what they might do.

      Bayan looked up, eyes narrowed. “That’s Ifrit.”

      Alena didn’t need to question Bayan to know that she was right. That was one of Bayan’s gifts. Though she might lack in some areas, she could not only detect a shaping but also know who and what they did. All shapers had something of that ability in various forms, but Bayan had it down to an exact answer, far more advanced than anyone Alena had met before.

      “What’s she doing?” Alena asked.

      Bayan’s eyes clouded and she shook her head. “Can’t tell. Earth shaping of some sort, and near the pen.”

      “Which pen?”

      Even as she asked, she knew. The hidden pen, the one outside the barracks that only a few of the instructors knew how to access. Cheneth claimed the reason was for the students’ safety, but the real reason had more to do with what Alena used the pen for and the need to keep that from as many as possible. Of those who didn’t fully know Cheneth’s intent for the barracks, only Calan could access the pen, and that because he was simply too skilled to keep out.

      “Come on,” Alena said.

      She started into the woods at a slow jog, but as the shaping increased in intensity, so too did her speed. Shaping earth and water, she slid across the ground, letting it draw her forward as she ran. Bayan floated on a shaping of air. Had Alena the same level of control with the wind, she might attempt something similar, but keeping connected to the earth had the added benefit that it helped mask their coming.

      They reached the area outside the circular stone pen and realized that more than Ifrit had come. She was a petite woman with long brown hair she always kept tied with a thick leather band, and she was a powerful shaper. She’d been trained by Calan, and like most of his students, she had a violent power, nothing like the subtle shaping that Alena preferred. Calan stood next to her, his bulky form radiating the power of a shaping he attempted to mask. He didn’t do it nearly so well as he thought. Then there was Wyath, the oldest instructor in the barracks, and he stood leaning on his sword as if it were a cane.

      “You can show yourself, Alena,” Wyath said.

      She glanced at Bayan and tried to warn her to silence with her gaze as she released the shaping of earth and water. “What’s going on?”

      Bayan stayed behind her, using a subtle weave of wind and water that Alena suspected few would detect.

      “You don’t sense it?” Ifrit asked. She didn’t look over, holding on to her shaping of earth. The ground rumbled softly with the shaping, like thunder beneath her feet.

      “This creature,” Calan said. “It’s become violent.”

      Alena suppressed her irritation. Studying the pen, the stone seemed unharmed, the solid dark rock that had been shaped into place rising nearly above her head. Whatever shaping Ifrit used focused on the pen, pulsing through it. There was a certain frenzy to the draasin, as if they struggled against the connection she shared with them. She had been aware of the agitation, but this was something more. This strained against the stone, against the chains, rumbling through the earth.

      Alena looked to Wyath, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      Blasted man. What was happening here?

      “The others do as well,” Calan went on. “They’re easier to contain. Wyath claims the pens don’t need reinforcement, and he might be right about the ones in the barracks, but I can feel the way the stone shakes.”

      There was something about the way he said it that gave her pause. Could Calan hear the elementals as well? Might he be an ally they hadn’t realized they had?

      He shaped earth, pulling it together with an angry force, slamming it into the stone of the pen, the shaping a punishment to the draasin. It roared, and Alena felt its pain within her mind.

      No, he couldn’t be an ally. Had he the ability to speak to the elementals, he wouldn’t harm the draasin so blindly.

      “Let me help with the shaping,” Alena suggested.

      Calan looked at her with an unreadable expression. “Ifrit and I can manage. Wyath thought he would observe, but I think the old man will only get himself hurt again.”

      Wyath ignored the jab as Calan turned back to the shaping, joining his with Ifrit’s. Together, great power with earth and water built, pressing toward the pen, pushing slowly and steadily forward. Alena listened with earth sensing, straining to see what they might be doing with their shaping. At first, it seemed they attempted to confine the draasin, shrink the space within the pen. That would be bad enough for the massive creature inside. Then she realized what they were really doing.

      They intended to crush the draasin.

      Through her connection, she could feel the rising concern from Sashi. There was the wild agitation, but mixed with it was a new fear and anger directed at her.

      You must stop this.

      The words screamed in her mind in spite of every attempt she made to keep the draasin pushed to the back of her consciousness. She could no more ignore the way it thundered in her mind than she could ignore the power of the oceans of her homeland.

      She looked to Bayan, but the woman simply stared at Calan and Ifrit, her eyes wide. Given her sensitivity to shaping, she knew what they attempted, likely had known as soon as they arrived at the pen.

      Wyath still wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      Damn him. Somehow she would have to do this on her own.

      But how? She might be able to mask her shaping, but could she really manage to do it against shapers as skilled as Calan and Ifrit? Did she dare try?

      Lren! You must help!

      The name the draasin used for her thundered in her mind.

      She had to try, but doing so might expose her and ruin everything she hoped to accomplish.

      If she did nothing, Sashi would be crushed.

      “If you don’t need me, then I have more training for my student.” She motioned to Bayan to follow.

      Bayan glanced at the pen and then at Alena. Alena ignored her and strode away from the pen. What she needed to try couldn’t be done so close to Calan, if it would work at all.

      Once back in the ring of trees, she stopped. “Shield me,” she instructed Bayan. Alena would need all her focus and all her strength if she were to do this.

      “For what?”

      “Just do it,” she snapped. It would have been better had she managed to get Wyath to follow her away from the pen. At least he knew Cheneth’s plan and there wouldn’t be the same questions as there would be with Bayan, but there was no helping that now.

      “What do you want shielded?”

      Could she do this in such a way that Bayan still didn’t know? Doubtful, but she could minimize the questions. “I want you to demonstrate how you would shield another shaper. This is critical when working with another. One can provide the shielding while the other does the shaping. See if you can manage.”

      “How will we know if it works?”

      Alena suppressed the frustration she felt. “You’ll know.”

      Bayan’s shaping built with quick precision. There was no doubt that she was a skilled shaper, but there was none of the elegance to the shielding that someone with more experience would be able to achieve. Hopefully that wouldn’t make it any less effective.

      Once the shielding was in place, Alena began working with earth. She allowed herself to feel the angry pain Sashi felt, the way it called to her, demanding that Lren help. The other draasin called to her as well, but theirs were weaker demands. The larger—and older—creatures were somehow better able to reach out to her, but all the draasin she’d encountered had some capacity to speak to her.

      Lren! I cannot hold much longer…

      I’m trying, she sent, shaping through the earth as she did. Shaping this way, forced to mask it as she did, was more difficult, a more complex working. Using earth was a matter of reaching through the connection she sensed all around her, to the trees, the soil, and the rock deep below. It connected her to life. Masking the shaping required her to pull on earth in a way that went against the training she’d received in Atenas, forced her to twist the shaping, but doing so weakened it as well. Would she even be strong enough to stop not only Calan but also Ifrit?

      She felt what they were doing, the way they pushed earth and stone into the pen, filling it as they pressed against the draasin. They had refused another way of soothing Sashi, and she couldn’t help but wonder if it had anything to do with how Calan had been injured during the last attack or how his student had been harmed by this particular draasin.

      Rather than pushing on earth, she tried to pull against their shaping, working to slow what they did. Bayan’s shaping slipped, and Alena knew she’d detected what Alena had done.

      “Hold it!” she snapped.

      There was nothing to do but continue. She would have to come up with an explanation for Bayan at some point when this was done, if she managed to stop what Ifrit and Calan did.

      Their shaping reached Sashi. The elemental roared. She heard it and felt it. It came with a cry for help, fear and anger mingling within her mind. The draasin had allowed themselves to come to the barracks under the assumption that Alena would keep them safe.

      She couldn’t stop Calan or Ifrit, not with a masked shaping. And she wasn’t about to reveal herself to them. Even more would be risked then.

      Maybe she didn’t have to. Could she loosen the chains around the draasin? If she allowed it to escape, it might have a chance.

      Alena turned her attention and began unraveling the dense shaping that had crafted the chains in the first place. Their making had required skilled earth shapers to add strength and flexibility to the stone but also trap the power of the shaping within, using the binding symbols Cheneth had demonstrated. None in Atenas knew how to create such symbols, and she hadn’t seen then before coming to the barracks. Freeing the chains, weakening the earth trapped within them, was almost as difficult as pulling on earth.

      “Try shaping the mark,” Bayan suggested.

      Alena glanced at her and saw the way Bayan studied her, the curious expression she wore. There would be questions, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to answer them. She might need to involve Eldridge, if he would ever return, or even Cheneth, though she didn’t want to think of his anger at learning she had been the one to reveal the secrets.

      The idea had merit, though. Alena focused on the mark, sensing them even from a distance. She pressed fire and wind through them, countering water and earth that had made the chain.

      Sashi roared again, this time almost completely in her mind.

      Alena dropped to the ground and focused on pushing through the symbol. She wasn’t strong enough.

      Fire suddenly filled her and she poured it into the mark. Somehow, she felt it as the symbol split, losing whatever stored energy it had.

      The draasin roared, and fire raged against earth.

      Calan and Ifrit’s shaping pushed, but Alena took the opportunity to add her shaping to Sashi’s and pushed against them. Fire exploded in a plume visible through the trees. Someone screamed, and Bayan’s shaping failed completely.

      The ground trembled and she fell, crashing into one of the nearby trees. Bayan went sprawling and landed, looking up with bewilderment on her face.

      A painful shriek echoed through the trees, and Sashi exploded from the pen with a surprising spray of earth and fire. A defiant shout went through her mind. With another streak of fire, she sprayed the ground before taking flight and shooting above the trees. She circled once and then raced to the south, quickly disappearing.

      She held on to the tree for a moment before going to check on Bayan. Her student looked up at her, eyes wide.

      “What happened?” Bayan asked.

      “Blasted Calan, that’s what,” Alena swore.

      “You…” Bayan swallowed, unsure what to say. “You helped it.”

      “I helped her, not it.” She stood, facing the trees as she felt Calan’s shaping build. Was the blasted man going to chase after Sashi? If he did, Alena would have no choice but to go after him and ensure that he didn’t harm the elemental.

      She waited, but Calan never went after the draasin.

      She started to relax, but then she felt another surge of fear and terror, but so quick and powerful that she couldn’t do anything. It mixed with a crushing sense of earth shaping. The smallest draasin struggled and then fell silent.

      No!

      The shout did no good. The draasin was gone.

      Alena fell to her knees, ignoring Bayan’s stare.
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        The commander of the Order of Warriors remains a puzzle. He has proven capable and skilled, though he may have acquired his power by deception. Little is known about him, or where he travels when not in Atenas. I have tried to discover the answer but have found nothing.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The winds outside Atenas swirled, sending the scents of the city and her people fluttering toward Jasn. After the months spent studying in the barracks, time where he’d been surrounded by nothing by forest and streams and the draasin, it was a notable change. Why, then, did he find himself missing the solitude of the barracks?

      Since leaving his home, taken away by a scholar named Renis, he’d spent nearly all his days in Atenas. It was a city as much as it was a center of learning, the tower marking the place of study rising high above the horizon so that none could miss its presence.

      Jasn didn’t need to see the tower to know that Atenas was there. The tower itself was a marker, a place where those gifted with the ability to shape and control the elements could learn, but in many ways, it was more than that. Atenas marked the heart of the order, a place of power for the warriors, so it should be his home.

      Still, he hesitated.

      “Have you made a decision?” Lachen asked.

      It had been a week since he’d seen his old friend last, a week since he’d helped Alena heal the draasin and learned her secret, and a week since Lachen had shared his secret with Jasn.

      “You know I support the order,” Jasn said.

      Lachen smiled, though Jasn could tell it was forced. The smile never reached his eyes, not as it did when they were children. Then, Lachen had smiled easily and often. “The strength of the order is about to be tested. I need you to finish your training at the barracks.”

      “You need me to spy for you.”

      Lachen met his eyes with a shrug. “I said there would be a sacrifice. In the days ahead, all must make sacrifices if we are to survive.”

      Jasn sniffed, suppressing a surge of irritation. Why did he feel that he was being used by both sides? “I think we can both agree that I’ve already made sacrifices.”

      “You have. As have I.”

      A shaping built off in the distance; powerful, if he could detect it from here. Jasn listened to the draw of the shaping and realized that he sensed dozens of shapings, more than he’d ever been aware of during his time in Atenas before. Was he that much more sensitive to them because he’d been gone so long, or had he already learned so much that he was more attuned to shaping? That seemed unlikely, but then so too did some of the control and skill that he’d witnessed from the hunters at the barracks.

      “What sacrifices has the commander of the order been asked to make?”

      “The kind that made me commander.”

      Jasn shook his head and looked away. Few knew how Lachen supplanted Nolan as commander, and Jasn wasn’t about to ask. “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

      He glanced at the landscape around him. Here were the sloping hills where he’d first learned to reach earth, learning to first sense and then control the powers of the land, using it to create barriers and dig trenches, all the techniques that warriors of the order were expected to know to prepare for their role in the war with Rens. Now that war was winding down, shapers had less need to know how to disrupt the earth, to destroy buildings and level entire cities with little more than a thought. Jasn had once thought himself a skilled earth shaper, having mastered all that he could learn in Atenas, but he’d been wrong. From the first time he’d worked with Alena, he’d learned how little he knew and how skilled the damn woman was.

      And now he knew something more about her. Now he knew that she had been Katya’s instructor in the days before she died. Why hadn’t Alena mentioned that fact?

      Lachen smiled again, as forced as before. “Tell me, my friend”—Jasn found his heart clenching when Lachen called him friend—“Have you felt the stirring power in the darkness? When you sit under the blanket of night, have you felt the power all around you, that power that drives the world, and known that you can only touch a portion of it? Have you felt the way that power surges beyond your reach and known that others can touch it?”

      Jasn turned to him, and for the first time when speaking to Lachen, saw an earnest expression that he recognized. He spoke with an intensity that burned within him and a longing that hung on his words, Lachen’s desire for that power clear.

      “What kind of power are you talking about?” Jasn asked.

      “The kind the draasin possess. The kind others possess.”

      Jasn tensed and was careful what he asked next. Alena might have hidden the truth of what happened to Katya from him, but there were other things that had been shared with him. Cheneth had called the draasin elementals and explained that they were creatures of power, of pure fire and wind. “Not the order?”

      “The order touches barely the edge of the elemental power,” Lachen answered.

      Had he used the term elemental intentionally? Maybe Jasn needed to share with Lachen what he’d learned, but he still wasn’t sure that he should. He could return to the barracks. That was what Lachen wanted of him, so that he could discover what Cheneth had planned, but Jasn didn’t need to return to know that. He’d seen the way Alena deferred to the draasin, had heard her claims of the ability to speak to them. Wasn’t that enough to share with Lachen?

      But he didn’t. Jasn kept that fact to himself, hadn’t shared that even after learning about Alena’s role in Katya’s death. He still didn’t know why.

      A shaping built from Lachen, powerful and complex, more than Jasn could follow. Had he not spent as much time in the barracks as he had, time spent learning from shapers like Alena and Wyath, shapers who possessed more shaping ability than he thought possible, he might not have understood just how complicated was Lachen’s shaping. But he’d learned to watch for the subtle twisting of power and noted the way Lachen wound it together, binding the different elements in a pattern of incredible complexity before casting it out and away from him.

      Lachen held his breath for a moment and then released it in a soft huff. “Power builds, Jasn,” he said softly. “Power that will change the world. We must be ready. You must be ready.”

      “You speak of things that I don’t understand and choose not to explain when you ask me to make choices. Now you speak of power and preparation, but you say nothing of how.”

      “Don’t I?” Lachen asked. “Haven’t I asked you to study in the barracks?”

      “How will that help me prepare?”

      Lachen smiled, and there was darkness in it. “Your studying in the barracks is how I prepare.” Faster than a thought, he pulled a shaping of lightning and disappeared, traveling in a streak toward Atenas.

      Jasn hesitated. He didn’t have to follow, but between Cheneth keeping the draasin alive and now Lachen talking about changing power, he needed to know more.

      He also wanted to know more. Since Katya’s death, he’d wanted nothing more than to be given the chance to attack, to find a way toward vengeance, and if he joined her in the after, then so be it. Now?

      Jasn sighed. He didn’t know what he wanted.

      Drawing on each of the elements, calling fire, wind, earth, and water to him and binding them together, he pulled a shaping of lightning toward him with a sigh and followed Lachen.

      The shaping brought him to the base of the tower, within the city of Atenas itself, leaving him standing in the center of a wide stone shaper circle. Jasn hurried out of the circle; some had been injured lingering too long, until another shaper arrived to fill the small area. Three circles were placed at the base of the tower, each constructed of stone that had been infused with each of the elements and shaped to hold that power within them. It was a difficult shaping, and one only a few were able to manage. Jasn had never seen the point before, but now that he’d been to the barracks, he understood why power would be infused into other objects. The stone pens holding the draasin had been enchanted with earth and water, binding the draasin in place. So had the chains. If Alena could really speak to the draasin as she claimed, how much of that was really necessary?

      The sounds of the city assaulted him. Atenas was the tower itself as well as the city. Up close, the tower was a massive, looming structure that blotted the light of the sun, casting everything nearby in its shadow. The city sprawled around its base, no building taller than three stories, almost deferring to the might of the tower. A large, enclosed plaza held the trio of shaper circles, keeping people from accidentally wandering in and risking injury, but also served to ensure privacy for those returning. Jasn had never cared so much for that before but saw value in it now.

      He made his way toward the wide doors at the base of the tower and hesitated, using water and earth to attempt tracking where Lachen had gone. The plaza was empty, though it was early in the day, so not entirely surprising. He expected some presence here, yet there was none. Even the activity within the city seemed subdued compared to normal.

      Rather than going into the tower, he turned to the wide iron gates leading into the plaza. They were shaped closed, requiring earth and fire to open, ensuring that only shapers—and warriors, at that—were able to enter.

      Outside the gate, only a few people passed by on the street. Wagons loaded with supplies made their way along the wide street, heading toward the south end of the city. Men dressed in the finery of Atenas, that of tight breeches and long, flowing shirts belted at the waist, cast a glance in his direction before continuing in either direction. A few small children ran past, one kicking a leather ball while the others tried to catch him.

      “You’re standing looking as if you’ve never seen the city before,” Lachen said.

      Jasn turned to him, noting that he’d masked his presence, much like Alena had proven capable of doing. It was a trick of shaping that would be useful if he could ever master it. “Why have you come here?”

      “Must there be a why? I’m the commander of the order, and this is Atenas.”

      “And in all the years I’ve been in Atenas, I think I saw you in the city maybe a dozen times.”

      Lachen shrugged. “There are other ways I lead, especially regarding the war. And the council serves well enough, for the most part. I provide guidance, but they don’t always care for my interference.”

      Jasn thought that a strange way to phrase it. “You’re the commander.”

      “And you sit among the order. You know that I lead only when it comes to war.”

      Jasn took in another line of wagons making their way through the street. “All of this is for war?” he asked. “Rens is mostly settled.”

      “Settled, but still they attack. Strange that the people of Rens retreat, yet still we’re attacked. Draasin drop from the sky, appearing as if on a shaping. The ground trembles, swallowing shapers too slow to change it. Floods sweep men away. And the wind tears at unprotected flesh.” Lachen’s eyes narrowed. “The borders might be settled, but we still fight. That’s why we must remain ready.”

      Jasn counted the wagons and stopped when he reached two dozen. Whatever Lachen claimed, this was more than about readiness. This was a continuation of full-on war, but why?

      “We’ve never been able to reach deep enough into Rens to understand completely,” Lachen said. “Not with the way the draasin attack anytime we get too close. You of all people should understand that.”

      “And something has changed? You think our warriors can penetrate places we’ve been excluded in the past?” He was surprised by the open way that Lachen discussed the plan, as well as the casual manner in which he spoke.

      “Yes.”

      Jasn looked over, waiting for Lachen to go on.

      “Places like the barracks have helped,” he began, and Jasn noted he said “places.” Were there others? “The draasin can be contained with stone and water. Fire held by earth. Wind counters water, strengthened by fire. Each element has weaknesses, and it is those we will use.”

      Jasn found his heart pounding faster in his chest. Would Lachen notice? Probably. He was a more highly skilled water shaper than Jasn, a more skilled shaper in general, so it was likely he would pick up on the way Jasn’s heart rate changed when he spoke of containment.

      Cheneth had mentioned other elementals, creatures like the draasin but different, creatures that used the power of the elements in ways he didn’t fully understand. Was that what Lachen intended to attack?

      “How do you think I can help?” he asked.

      “What makes you think you aren’t helping?”

      “I’m here rather than in the barracks.”

      Lachen nodded. “Yes, you’re here. I would prefer that you master the barracks first, then we will see how you can help with the others.”

      Lachen started down the street and didn’t bother to glance back to see whether Jasn followed. Likely he sensed it, but what was his old friend playing at?

      Jasn had to remind himself that the man walking in front of him wasn’t the same one he’d known as a child. Lachen might share those memories, but there was none of the bond they’d shared growing up, climbing along the hills as they chased deer and rabbits. There was none of the connection that should be between them from the experience of coming to Atenas together, brought by Renis after he’d stopped in their village. All that he was left with was this shell of a friend, a man who shared those memories but didn’t seem to have any of the same connection to them that Jasn had.

      “What other places are there?” Jasn asked as he caught up.

      Lachen glanced over, his eyes narrowing.

      “You said places like the barracks. That means there are others.”

      The corner of Lachen’s mouth quirked slightly. “You can be clever, can’t you?” he said, more to himself. “But that is what I said.”

      “Other places.” Jasn glanced around and lowered his voice. “To hunt draasin?”

      “Not draasin.”

      That meant there were other elementals, but there hadn’t been attacks by anything else that Jasn knew. Lachen might mention the way the wind flayed at flesh or the way the ground threatened to swallow shapers, but he’d never seen that when he’d been in Rens. All he’d ever seen were the draasin.

      “Then what?”

      Lachen clapped him on the shoulder and stopped in front of a dark and crumbling building, pausing with his hand hovering over the handle. “I need you to focus on the draasin,” he said. “They’re the key to all this.”

      “To all what?”

      Lachen pushed open the door and shadows slipped out, slithering through as if a thing alive. Jasn took a step back before he realized what he’d done.

      Lachen watched him, the intense frown on his face deepening as he did. “The key to understanding the shifting currents of power,” Lachen said. He took a step and then stopped, turning to face Jasn again as if remembering something. “Find out what became of Katya. There is more to what happened than even I know, and I’m sure that you want to understand what transpired.”

      He left Jasn standing there, thoughts of Katya once again on his mind.

      Lachen elicited her memory as if to force him to serve, but he never stopped to think that it was because of her that Jasn did everything.
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        My travels have revealed another arm of power within Hyaln, one the Wise thought to obfuscate, and have managed to do so for many years. How many speak to the elementals, the way it appears the Wise speak to the draasin? Will even that strength matter?

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn stared out the window inside the massive tower of Atenas, looking at the city spread all around the base of the tower. From here, the buildings stretching away appeared like little more than an undulating gray wave. Movement in the five streets spreading out like spokes on a wheel appeared like little more than dark shapes.

      He should return to the barracks, but he still wasn’t ready. There were other questions he had, ones he might only be able to answer while in Atenas. Beyond that, he still wasn’t sure he was willing to return to the barracks. Whatever was taking place there was none of his concern, was it?

      Still, being back here, in this place, reminded him all too well of everything he’d thought to forget. In spite of all that time away, he still couldn’t shake the memories of Katya. At least he’d reached the point where he no longer felt he needed to forget her entirely. No, instead he tried doing anything that might bring him the silence of death. Wasn’t that why he’d taken Lachen’s assignment in the first place?

      “You’ve been away from Atenas for… well over a year, Jasn.” Oliver stood in the doorway, watching him with brown eyes that seemed both warm and welcoming and accusatory all at the same time. He wore a long gray robe that barely hid his bulk, the hem in front floating higher above the ground than in the back.

      Jasn forced a smile at his old mentor. “It can’t have been that long, Oliver.”

      “No?” Oliver swept into the room and stopped at a shelf lined with books. In some ways, the healer guild was nearly as bad as the scholars, taking such copious notes about technique and new healing skill that they often forgot there was an element of artistry in it. “My notes would say otherwise.” Oliver offered a thin notebook to him, and Jasn shook his head.

      “I don’t doubt your records.”

      “You could have told me how you struggled. You should have spoken of what you were thinking—”

      Jasn swallowed back the hard lump in his throat. The hurt in Oliver’s tone was almost more than he could bear, and he couldn’t even deny what Oliver said. He should have told Oliver what he planned rather than simply disappearing, joining the front, basically offering himself as a sacrifice. Warriors didn’t willingly serve on the front lines. They might lead and fight, but the lines were for shapers skilled in one element only, and never healers.

      “You would only have tried to stop me.”

      Oliver closed his eyes and breathed out so softly that Jasn strained to hear. A shaping built from him, one that was intended to wash over Jasn, but he pushed it away. Oliver opened his eyes and studied Jasn with a new interest.

      “I would have suggested that what you were feeling was natural. That pain is a part of living and that grieving—”

      “And I wouldn’t have listened. I wasn’t ready.”

      Oliver recalled the proffered notebook and placed it back on its shelf. “And now? Are you ready now?”

      Was he? That was a question that Lachen couldn’t answer for him. The time in the barracks hadn’t given him the answers, either. He’d hoped for a way to attack those who had hurt him, but he’d failed when given the opportunity. What did that make him?

      Jasn wasn’t certain anymore.

      “I don’t know,” he said softly.

      Oliver turned and made his way over to him, stopping a step in front. He smelled of salt and sweat, scents that Jasn had come to think of as healthy and safe scents when he’d studied here, but now the salt reminded him of all the tears he’d shed since losing Katya, and the sweat reminded him of men dying along the line.

      “Perhaps that is all the answer you need,” Oliver suggested.

      He built a shaping, and this time Jasn did nothing to stop it, not needing to interrupt it. There was nothing to it other than a gentle, soothing sense, and one that Jasn figured he could use.

      “You’ve changed,” Oliver said.

      “I’ve seen too many die not to.”

      “That’s not it, I don’t think. I’ve known many men who’ve lost those they care about and gone to risk everything, much as you did. Most die, which was the reason I would have done everything I could to stop you, had I only known. Those who make it back end up… broken,” he said, as if deciding what word he should use. “No healing can help.”

      “I was broken.” Maybe he still was. That could be the reason Lachen chose him—another sacrifice, though one he made willingly.

      “Hmm. Maybe. But not any longer, are you?”

      Oliver went to the hearth and crouched in front of it. He stacked logs into place and then used a thin shaping of fire—probably as much as Oliver was capable of drawing—to start the fire. When satisfied, he took a seat in one of the high-backed chairs sitting in front of the hearth. When Jasn settled across from him, he leaned forward, resting his bulk on his elbows as he studied Jasn.

      “Tell me, how were you able to do it?”

      “I’m not here for you to study, Oliver.”

      “No? Then why have you come? Do you want me to forget about how you abandoned your training and disappeared, and simply take you back?”

      Jasn suppressed a smile. It would be just like Oliver to think that he would want to come back to study, but Jasn had changed in the time he’d been away, possibly as much during his time in the barracks as while serving along the line. At least on the front line, he didn’t have time to think about what he’d gone through or what he intended for a future he wasn’t sure he wanted anymore. There, he’d been focused on fighting, and healing, and then fighting some more. Each day had been much the same. And each day, he thought it might be his last, that he’d finally return to Katya, but then each day he would return instead to the line.

      In that way, Lachen was wrong. He hadn’t been the greatest warrior on the front, not if he’d failed in the only thing he’d gone there to accomplish.

      But he was different now. Jasn hadn’t given much thought to why that should be, but it was the truth for him, at least for now. Maybe that wouldn’t always be the case, but now he wanted to find out what Lachen knew about the elementals and what Alena and Cheneth could show him, especially if they could explain the way he had been able to heal so well. Those answers might matter more than even ending the war.

      If he was honest with himself—which was rare these days—he wanted to know what Alena knew about Katya, as well.

      “I don’t think I can rejoin your training, Oliver,” he said. “The commander has a different assignment for me right now.”

      “Indeed. From what I hear, you’ve shown yourself to be quite the soldier.” He said it with distaste. Like most of the healers, Oliver didn’t understand why Ter continued to press the attack and why the commander seemed so motivated push into land that wanted nothing more than to exclude them and hadn’t done anything to attack in years.

      But that wasn’t entirely true. The people of Rens had attacked Ter, and they had used their own strange version of shaping to devastating effect. Then again, until studying in the barracks, he would have believed that Rens used the draasin, but now he wasn’t sure that was true. Perhaps none of what he thought about the attack with Rens was quite as he’d believed.

      “I did what I was asked,” Jasn said.

      “You did what you wanted. They are different. The commander would have left you alone, especially given your unique… gifts.” Oliver crossed his arms over his chest, resting them on his stomach. He took a deep breath. “You waste the talent you were given. Talent that should go to healing and learning mastery of water. Instead, you use it to keep yourself well, healing when injured so that you become a warrior of such fearsome ability that you cannot be killed.”

      Oliver stared at him, forcing Jasn to hold his gaze. Jasn refused to turn away. The point was a valid one, and something he did without even knowing most of the time. Water seemed to take control when he was injured, forcing healing upon him, as if the element itself decided it wasn’t his time. Once, he would have thought such a concept impossible, but now that he’d learned of the existence of the elementals, he wondered if maybe they were the reason he’d survived.

      “That’s the reason I came,” Jasn said. Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “You often told me that I had a unique ability with healing. Why is that?”

      Oliver tipped his head to the side as if trying to determine whether Jasn really wanted to know. Then he sighed, and the tension in his shoulders eased. “You studied with the guild for how long?”

      “Probably three years.”

      “Three years. Could it really have been such a short time?” Oliver set his hands at his sides and raised a few fingers as he counted to himself. “Maybe it really was only three years. You were always so advanced, even from the beginning, that it’s hard to think of when you first came to us, how hesitant you were.”

      Jasn didn’t think he’d been hesitant. Cautious. Uncertain. Feeling as if he didn’t fit in, but hesitant? Maybe he had been.

      “Advanced as you were, you never saw what you did as unique. Few possess the ability to heal themselves, and never at such an early stage in their development with shaping, yet you demonstrated that nearly before you did anything else. It wasn’t until much later that you developed the ability to heal others with nearly the same capacity.”

      The healing of himself had been something he’d always possessed, and it wasn’t until Renis had come to their village and explained to him and Lachen about shaping and what it meant and how he could learn more about it that he’d understood what he’d been doing all along.

      Only, maybe that wasn’t what he’d been doing. Now he wondered if maybe he hadn’t somehow been reaching toward the elemental power, though he still didn’t know what that meant for him. How else to explain the nearly impossible shapings he still managed?

      “You always called it a gift,” Jasn said.

      The comment brought Oliver back out of his reverie, and he shook his head as he grabbed at the fabric of his robe, balling it into his fist. “A gift. Truly something like that can be nothing else, but you… you take a gift like that and you turn it, twist it, and taint it by the way you abuse it.”

      “There were days it was more of a curse than a gift,” Jasn said. When he’d wanted nothing so much as to be destroyed while on the front and had failed so often, what else could it have been but a curse?

      “Only because you fail to recognize what you’ve been given.” Oliver looked over his shoulder, glancing toward the door. He built a soft shaping that sealed them in the room together, and Jasn wondered why his old mentor would take the time to perform a shaping like that and what he might have to tell him that would need such privacy. Oliver slid forward on his chair and leaned forward. “Tell me, Jasn. What is the real reason for your visit? You’ve been gone over a year, time enough for me to hear that you’d survived along the battlefront and been summoned back to the city, yet you’ve not been seen, not before now.”

      “The commander summoned me.”

      “Yes. I imagine that he did. Otherwise you would not have returned.”

      That was truer than even Oliver knew. Few knew of the connection Jasn and Lachen shared, how they had come to Atenas together all those years ago or how they had grown up in the same village, had played together, or how they had once been nearly brothers. Jasn hadn’t seen Renis since the scholar had brought them to Atenas, and no one else in Atenas would know that secret.

      “When Katya died, I wanted nothing more than to join her,” Jasn said. “I went to the front thinking I could serve Ter. Even if it was only for a few days.”

      “You could not have really expected to last only a few days.”

      “No,” Jasn said. He knew that his ability would keep him alive for much longer than that. In fact, there was that part of him that expected to live long enough to reach deep into Rens, possibly even deep enough to meet one of the draasin, enact some form of revenge. That had been before he knew how powerful even the smallest of the draasin were and how poorly prepared shapers of the order really were when it came to the creatures.

      “Then tell me, Jasn Volth, if you went to the battlefront thinking to die, willing even, what would bring you back to Atenas? What could the commander have offered you, or said to you, that would change your mind?”

      Jasn frowned. He hadn’t realized how well-known his intent had been. Had Lachen known as well, and had that been the reason he’d chosen Jasn?

      “He offered me the chance to learn and serve Ter.”

      “That would have worked on you once.”

      “Once,” Jasn agreed.

      “What else?”

      Jasn sighed. “Vengeance. The commander knew what I wanted, even if I didn’t fully understand. He has a way for me to obtain the vengeance I seek.”

      Oliver studied him. Most within the healer guild were intelligent—using water shaping to heal required a certain knowledge of not only the human body but also how it would interact with the shapings used upon it that could only be obtained by those willing to study and devote the necessary time to understanding—but Oliver was one of the most gifted healers Ter had ever known, and he knew things. This was the reason Jasn risked coming back to him, even knowing that his old mentor was disappointed in what had become of him.

      “What sort of vengeance did you intend?”

      Did. Not do.

      “What do you know of how Katya died?” Jasn asked.

      “Is that why you came? You wish to learn about your beloved, well over a year after she was lost?”

      “I know what happened with her.”

      “Do you?”

      The way he said it suggested that Oliver knew about Katya, and Jasn didn’t think many knew about the barracks or what he studied while there. “I know she was offered much the same opportunity as I was. She died learning.”

      Oliver studied him for another moment, and his eyes narrowed. “Then you don’t know what happened with her.”

      “What do you mean?” This wasn’t the reason he had come to speak to Oliver. He’d wanted to know whether his mentor knew anything about the elementals. Given the way he knew about shaping, and the sometimes supernatural ability he had with healing, Jasn had immediately thought of Oliver when he’d learned of the elementals. What if Oliver could speak to them, much like Alena could speak to the draasin? And if he could, was there anything he could do to teach Jasn?

      Oliver stood and pushed his chair out of the way and turned to the hearth. “I think that you need to go. If you’ve gone where I suspect you have, I cannot condone what you learn. I wish you to find peace, Jasn. That’s all that I want for any student, but given what you’ve gone through, I want it for you most of all.”

      Jasn wasn’t ready to leave, not if Oliver really did know about the barracks, or if he knew about the elementals. “You don’t think I should learn to hunt the draasin?”

      Silence hung between them for long moments.

      “That you need to ask tells me how little you have learned from me.”

      Jasn stood and started toward the door. Maybe it had been a mistake for him to come here. How would he even have asked what he wanted to know? If he was wrong, Oliver would ask questions that Jasn wasn’t sure he had answers for. And if he was right… there might still be questions he didn’t have the answers for.

      “I’m sorry that I came here,” Jasn said, resting his hand on the door. He readied a shaping, peeling away the layer of protection Oliver had placed, still not certain why he had.

      Oliver turned to him. “Where did you learn that?”

      “Learn what?”

      “When you shaped, I felt almost nothing of it. Where did you learn it?”

      Damn. Alena had demonstrated the shaping, but he hadn’t really thought about what he was doing when he used it. Most of the time, he shaped instinctively, especially now that he’d become more skilled with the technique of masking. “I thought you knew where I had gone.”

      “Who’s your instructor?” Oliver asked again.

      “Alena.”

      Oliver closed his eyes and sighed. “That bastard. He knew and still he sent you there. How did he manage to pair you with her?”

      “The commander only suggested the pairing.” Cheneth had agreed, and Jasn suspected Alena still hadn’t forgiven him for assigning her another student.

      “I thought…”

      “Perhaps you don’t know all that you think you do,” Jasn said.

      Oliver slammed another shaping of water into place, sealing them once more in the room. Jasn readied another shaping to leave, but Oliver grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him back a step. He was stronger than Jasn would have expected, stronger than someone only able to weakly shape earth should be.

      “You can’t kill them,” Oliver said, pleading.

      Jasn frowned. “I can’t?”

      “I know what you think, but it’s wrong. The commander hasn’t told you everything. Chances are Alena hasn’t told you everything.”

      Jasn waited, feeling a thrill rising through him with the possibility that Oliver might share with him that he knew how to speak to the elementals, that he knew of the draasin and what they really were, maybe even that he knew of whatever secret war Lachen feared. What he said next was none of those.

      “She’s not dead, Jasn.”

      “Who?” he asked, but in his fluttering heart, he already knew who Oliver referred to.

      “Might be as good as dead, but Katya… She’s not dead.”
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        Darkness has escaped and grows stronger. Some think to control it, though I wonder if control is possible or only an illusion. Others are controlled by the darkness, attacking those who serve the Light.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      When the wind shifted, Ciara felt the drawing of sand as it brushed against her skin, a painful, raw sensation that her thin elouf did nothing to mask. She even kept her foul-smelling shaisa veil in place, keeping sand from blowing into her mouth and avoiding tasting the sand from the waste. The clothing did nothing to prevent it from creeping through the folds in the fabric, though, leaving her wanting nothing more than to remove the veil completely.

      It was a measure of her discomfort that she even considered it. No one was even around to witness her shame, but that didn’t make her any less embarrassed. She trudged on, fighting across the rolling dunes of endless sand.

      At least she had water. The strange lizard had directed her to the spindly plant where the thick gourds grew; they somehow sucked up water from the depths of the ground and stored it within their thick hides. Ciara felt almost embarrassed by the riches of water she carried with her, as if she should suffer more than she did, but crossing the waste this time was much different than the last.

      Using her knife, she stabbed into one of the gourds and drank the water within. Crossing the waste was dangerous enough, and she had no waterskin. The gourds provided, though.

      She couldn’t remember reaching the top of the shelf again. How had she climbed it? The last time she’d been through here, she’d fallen and nearly died. If not for the lizard… she didn’t know what would have happened. Maybe nothing. Had the lizard carried her up the side of the shelf as well?

      “You could slow down,” she said to it, pausing to take another drink. How many of the gourds remained? She’d lost count and didn’t have the energy to check.

      It glanced up at her and ran its tongue over its lips, the same tongue that had coated her in the strange crust that had healed her. She didn’t understand anything about the lizard, other than that it had helped her. Of that, there was no longer any doubt. But had she really heard it speak in her mind?

      The voice hadn’t come again, not since the single time, making Ciara wonder if maybe she hadn’t imagined it in the first place. She’d been sleep deprived and scared, and the heat of the desert had burned upon her, leaving her the potential for visions. Only, she didn’t think that was what she’d experienced.

      The strange shadow man who’d led her across the waste and nearly attacked her hadn’t been a vision, had he? Why the voice then?

      Ciara took another drink and continued on. Sand sloped ever upward, and the gray-scaled lizard pattered forward, undulating in that strange way he did when he walked so that the sunlight caught on whorls of blue along his sides. His fat tail traced a straight path across the sand, and she managed to follow it.

      “Where are you leading me this time?”

      The lizard didn’t answer, but she no longer expected it to.

      She followed, pausing every so often to take another drink. The hot sun baked her, and a part of her knew she shouldn’t be crossing in the day, that night would be cooler, but there were other dangers at night. She and Fas might have survived the last time, but she’d barely managed to do so, and she still didn’t know if Fas lived.

      The lizard led her toward a wide, packed path. Were it anywhere other than the waste, she would have thought it some sort of dry streambed, but no water flowed through the waste, not even after the Great Storms. Almost nothing lived here.

      Once, she had thought nothing lived in the waste. When she’d crossed with Fas, it had been too dark, but in the daylight, she caught glimpses of waxy yellow plants atop the dunes. The lizard never led her near them, and she never wandered away from it.

      “I need to stop,” she said.

      The lizard turned and made a soft hissing noise in the back of its throat. It had done the same each time she refused to follow as it intended.

      Ciara sighed and threw her hands up. “I’m hungry and thirsty.” And exhausted and scared. How many days had she wandered so far? She’d lost count at this point. As far as she knew, it could be days or weeks.

      The lizard came back to her and nudged her leg with its long, narrow head. It was stronger than it seemed and she stumbled, trying to use her j’na to catch her. When she fell, the gourds spilled out around her.

      She took a pair and stabbed them, drinking as much as she could, and chewed on the thick rind. It wouldn’t be enough to sustain her indefinitely, but there were worse things she could eat, and the water was clear, if not slightly bitter.

      The lizard nudged her again, and she collected the gourds before standing and following its trail across the sand.

      She lost track of time. The sun shifted in the sky, but it seemed to move slowly, as if time passed differently in the waste. She pulled on her elouf, trying to free the sand burrowed into places she’d never be able to get it free from, and moved the shaisa to keep sand from her mouth, but nothing seemed to stop the relentless shifting of the sand. The wind didn’t help.

      Her mind began to wander. At first, she recognized that it was happening, knowing it was a combination of the heat and fatigue. Nothing else would explain the way she could practically see the wind, swirls of translucent shapes moving in the hot breeze as if urging her on.

      Even the sand seemed to push her, sliding her forward as if the waste tried to shove her away. Ciara wanted nothing more than to lie down and move with the sand flows, but every time she attempted to slow, the lizard nudged her again and sent her staggering forward.

      Eventually the heat rising off the ground—had the dunes flattened so much, and why were there cracks in the ground?—created images in front of her. They had to be images a part of her knew, because there was no way she should see wagons, or the great chemel, or even a flock of ragged-looking shepa.

      Ciara stumbled and caught herself with her j’na, plunging the spear into the ground. The earth was harder than it should be, and she staggered until the end of the spear caught. Light danced off the draasin-glass tip, shining like the sun itself. She glanced down to the lizard to ask why she should now have visions, especially now that she had plenty of water and no reason to have them, but the lizard was gone.

      “Where did you go?” she said.

      The vision of wagons and chemel neared, and she fell forward. Strong hands caught her and she jerked. Had the strange shadow man returned? The thought of seeing him again terrified her in some deep way she couldn’t really explain.

      “Ciara,” a soothing voice said.

      She blinked, seeing nothing but a dark figure in front of her, and swung with her j’na, slicing outward with the spear. She reached for her knife, but that had been lost somewhere, leaving her with only the spear. As nya’shin, the spear alone should be enough for protection.

      “Ciara,” another voice said.

      This sounded like her father, but her father was with the village and lost to her. The strange shadow man claimed they lived, that the Stormbringer had provided enough rain, even if only to give them another few days, but she hadn’t been sure whether to believe him. Seeing what had happened to the lizards, she doubted that she should trust him at all. The lizard had helped her. What had the shadow man done?

      Then her j’na was forced down, the tip buried into the sand, and the spear itself pried from her grip. She let it fall.

      She was carried gently and placed onto a hard surface. A shadow covered her, and for a moment she panicked, kicking as hard as she could. Someone held her down. Was it the shadow man? Had he come back for her?

      Water dribbled into her mouth and she swallowed, wondering why she’d be so thirsty. She had gourds, dozens of them, enough to drink freely, but she’d been drinking from them over the past few hours, so maybe she didn’t have as many remaining as she thought.

      “Where did she get the osidan?” someone asked.

      It wasn’t the shadow man, but Ciara didn’t recognize the voice and wanted to grab her j’na, tell them it wasn’t osidan, but she couldn’t move. Her body felt exhausted in ways that she couldn’t explain. Everything about her hurt, reminding her of when she’d fallen from the shelf along the edge of the waste.

      “A different color of osidan,” someone else—her father?—said, though that couldn’t be right. Her father was with the village.

      Someone was brushing her hair, and then she was rolled, first one way and then the other before they settled her back on the hard surface. Ciara tried moving, but a comforting hand pressed against her shoulders, keeping her from going anywhere. A soft shushing whispered near her ear. Distantly, she heard the hissing sound of the lizard.

      More water dripped into her mouth and she took another drink, licking her lips and thinking of the lizard as she did. Where was it? Why abandon her when she needed it the most?

      “How did she find us?” a voice, this one sounding so much like Fas, asked.

      “The lizard brought me to you,” she said. Her voice came out in a croak, the water pouring over her lips and mouth not making a difference. She ran her tongue over her lips, trying to wet them, but they felt thick and cracked.

      “What did she say?”

      “Sun sickness. How long has she been out there?” This one sounded almost like her mother, but that couldn’t be, as her mother had been dead for years.

      “She’s been gone…”

      Ciara strained to listen, her mind starting to clear, if only a little. Had it not been a vision? Had she actually reached the village?

      “Too long to survive,” someone else said. “Especially without water.”

      “She sent it with me.” Now she was sure it was Fas, but how could he have found her?

      “On the waste, alone? The Stormbringer must have watched over her.”

      “Not Stormbringer,” she said.

      The soothing hand touching her hair continued. Water dripped into her mouth, slowly, but more than she should be allotted, especially if she had returned to the village. They’d waste water on her.

      Ciara managed to open her eyes. A thin sheet hung over her, shielding her from the heat of the sun. A grizzled man with gray hair so much like her father’s looked down at her. Could he be her father?

      “Her eyes are open.”

      “I can see that her eyes are open, Usal,” her father said. He touched her cheek, running a callused finger across skin that ached where he touched. “She’s badly burned. I can heal her—”

      Ciara pushed up, and whoever held her shoulder tried to keep her from sitting too fast. “No. Don’t waste water on me.”

      Her father met her eyes, and she could see the emotion flickering across them. “We have water to spare.”

      He and another person placed hands on each of her cheeks. Ciara tried resisting, but cold washed through her more suddenly than she could react. It felt like she was plunged into an overpowering storm with sluicing rain sweeping through her. Her hands balled into fists, and pain surged. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe.

      Then it was over. Pain eased away, leaving her weakened. She struggled to focus, unable to wrap her mind around what had just happened to her. Pain that she hadn’t known she had been fighting was gone, leaving her feeling refreshed.

      Hands came away from her face, and the pressure on her shoulders eased as whoever had been holding her down relaxed their grip.

      Ciara sat up and slowly looked around. “You shouldn’t have—”

      Her father pulled her j’na closer and rested it next to the wagon she was lying in. “You are nya’shin, Ciara. You must be healed.”

      “How can I be nya’shin if I can’t shape water like the others?”

      He looked past her and she followed the direction of his gaze to see Fas watching her through somber eyes. His usually dark skin had a waxy appearance, as if the injury that he’d only barely recovered from the last time she saw him still lingered.

      “How did you survive?” He hesitated, then approached cautiously and took her hands.

      When the others around them backed away, her father squeezed her shoulder slightly and went with them, leaving her with Fas.

      Fas smelled of heat and sweat, but also something sickly. “You gave me more of the water than you should have. It wasn’t until I was nearly across the waste that I realized what you’d done.”

      “You needed to warn the village,” she said.

      “You needed to return with me.”

      “I returned.” Ciara still didn’t know how it had been possible.

      That wasn’t quite right. She knew exactly how it had been possible, only she didn’t know whether she could believe it. Had the lizard really led her across the waste and back to the village? Why drag her so far away from her people in the first place… unless that wasn’t what it had done at all.

      She hadn’t considered that possibility. Maybe the lizard had brought her back to the village a different way, one she never would have found on her own.

      If that was true, then where had it gone?

      “How long have I been gone?” she asked.

      “Nearly two weeks.”

      Two weeks. She would have expected days, possibly even a week, but two weeks? It seemed impossible that she could have been gone that long, but then, it was impossible that the lizard guided her across the waste.

      She shifted where she sat and felt pressure against her back. Reaching behind her, she pulled a gourd from the cloth of her elouf, somehow lodging inside and making it back with her.

      Fas studied it for a moment before his eyes went wide. “That’s wisani.” He used a word in old Rens, one Ciara didn’t recognize.

      Ciara shrugged and reached for her spear, stabbed the top of the gourd with it. Water dripped out and she brought it to her mouth. Fas stretched toward the gourd as if intending to take it from her.

      Ciara jerked her hands back and took a deep drink from the gourd, trying—and failing—to keep the water from dribbling down her chin. In spite of having access to so many of the gourds, she still struggled with losing even a drop of water.

      When finished, she set the gourd on her lap. Fas’s eyes were wide as he stared at it.

      “If you wanted some, you could ask,” she said.

      He shook his head slowly. “Wisani.”

      “That’s what you said. You know what they are?” When he nodded slowly, she said, “Then you know there’s water inside. They store them.”

      Fas pointed toward the gourd and waited for her permission before lifting it and studying it more closely. “Mother used to mention wisani. Water flowers, they used to be called, only the water is tainted. Dying men used to drink from them, thinking the water inside could sustain them, only to poison themselves. You shouldn’t touch it.”

      Ciara thought of how she’d survived on the waste using only the gourds. There had been other sources of water, but none quite as plentiful as when the lizard had dragged the dozens of gourds to her, letting her drink more than she ever dreamed. The rind of the gourd had sustained her as well, keeping her hunger at bay. Now that she was back with the village and healed by what her father had done, that hunger returned, setting her stomach rumbling with a vengeance.

      Without thinking much of it, she picked a part of the rind and chewed at it. Fas watched her, horrified.

      “Not poison,” she said between bites. “At least not from what I could tell. This was all I had to drink after I left you.”

      “What of the waterskin?” he asked carefully.

      She took another bite of the rind. It was chewy, with a woody texture, and had a hint of the bitterness that the water tasted of, but it settled her stomach. “The waterskin tore when I fell.”

      “Fell?”

      “From the shelf. I climbed down—”

      “Stormbringer, Ciara. You could have died!”

      She should have. Whatever the lizard had done had healed her. Twice. The second time had come when she injured her ankle. “But I didn’t. I think he watched over me and kept me safe.”

      “That’s where you found the wisani?”

      She nodded. It seemed strange to think the lizard might have brought them to her. At the time, she’d had little choice. Drinking from the gourds had seemed the safest—really, the only—way for her to survive. Would she have tried it had she known what Fas thought of them?

      “No one has found wisani for… for a long time,” he said. “Figures they would grow in the waste.”

      Ciara wasn’t sure that was true. Had she really been in the waste, or had she passed through, gone beyond the edge, only to return when guided by the lizard? Where she’d been, other things had grown, if not what she might have expected. There were other creatures, not only the lizard.

      And then there was the shadow man.

      She shivered, taking another bite from the gourd to mask it. It wouldn’t do for Fas to know how something like shadows had shaken her. She was one of the nya’shin and meant to be fierce.

      “I don’t know anything about the wisani,” Ciara said, “but the gourd kept me alive. Without it, I would have died that first day.”

      “You sensed your way back to us?”

      That would have been one way for her to reach the village, but after meeting with the shadow man and following him across the desert, she hadn’t attempted to sense anything. She’d followed the lizard, hoping it would speak to her again, thinking it hadn’t only been a trick of her mind. She still wasn’t convinced.

      “Something like that.” Ciara slid off the back of the wagon, wincing as pain shot through her legs and back as she did. Even with healing, she still felt as if needles were shooting through her. Sun burned on exposed skin as soon as she climbed from the wagon, and she realized with a start for the first time how disheveled she appeared and how tattered her elouf had become. Someone had removed her shaisa veil. As much as she fought wearing it so often, having the veil had saved her during the stretch walking across the waste. All that sand blowing around would have been even more miserable without it to protect her.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      Fas caught her under the arm when she wobbled, and Ciara shook him off, preferring to use her spear as a crutch.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw the chemel and the shepa. Didn’t the village begin moving?”

      That had been the plan when she and Fas had departed, hadn’t it? They would find water for the village, and the village would follow. She couldn’t remember how far the lizard had brought her, but it didn’t seem possible that it would have managed to get her all the way back to the village, not without something being different.

      “The village hasn’t gone anywhere, Ciara.”

      They stepped out from beneath the canopy created by the blanket. Ciara glanced around and saw the tall stone tower that she’d so often tried—and failed—to climb. The rest of the village, mostly buildings of stone built against the wall of rock, though some built into caverns in the rock itself, looked no different than the last time she’d been here. It seemed so long ago.

      Something about the village seemed off, but she couldn’t place what it was at first. It might be the amount of time she’d been gone. As one of the nya’shin, she’d left the village for days before, but never for two weeks at a time.

      The sun arced down from high in the sky, sending heat burning through her elouf. Ciara closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them in a snap. “Where’s the rest of the village?”

      She knew what she’d felt, and why the village felt strange: there weren’t as many people as she expected.

      It wasn’t that the village was emptier than it should be. Water sensing told her that was the case, just as it told her how Fas’s heart beat steadily in his chest and that her father waited for her in the shadows of the stone tower. No, this was different. Always before, she’d been able to detect others of the village, using water sensing to know where they were even if they had wandered away. She didn’t sense near what she should, as if the people were simply missing.

      Ciara looked to Fas for answers.

      He sighed and shook his head. “They’re gone, Ciara. All of them. Gone.”
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        Lands that once were immune to the attack no longer have such protection. Even now the war spreads. So far, none recognize that it is about more than men and nation.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The sun didn’t make it very far inside the caverns, leaving the hint of shadows that played at the edge of the light. Ciara shivered when she saw them and stepped back toward the entrance. Fas noticed what she did and watched her with an amused smile, and Ciara turned away, not wanting to explain why she wanted to be away from the shadows.

      “You don’t have to stop there,” her father said.

      “This is fine.” She glanced around the room.

      Her father had it decorated plainly. A thick leather hide stretched across the center of the room; the short fur of the dela would still be soft underfoot. Other drawn hides lay across the ground next to it, but the dela was the prize, a horned animal not found in Rens any longer, chased away from the rock at nearly the same time her people had been chased away from their great cities.

      Her father met her eyes and nodded. “Tell me, daughter, how did you manage to survive on the waste?”

      Ciara glanced over to Fas, wondering if her father would react in the same way Fas had. “Water flowers.”

      Her father took a seat atop a ledge of rock, groaning as he lowered himself. “Water flowers. I had not known that you knew of them.”

      Ciara frowned and took a hesitant step into the room. If her father was here, the room had to be safe. Her whole life, she’d found safety where her father was, so there was no point in fearing the shadows around him. The strange shadow man wouldn’t be found here anyway, would he?

      “I didn’t.” She needed to explain to her father what had happened, regardless of how it made her sound. Would he chastise her, or would he accuse her of having visions? Either way, it didn’t matter. She had been returned to the village, to her people, and the lizard had helped.

      “You didn’t.” He tapped at the ground with his j’na, the carvings beneath his hand long ago faded, smoothed by his massive hands over the years. The osidan tip was darker than most she’d seen, the metal catching the remaining light around the cavern and reflecting it, pushing back some of the shadows, even if not nearly enough for her. “You risked yourself trying an unknown plant in the waste?”

      “I’m a senser, Father,” she said. “And I risked myself simply remaining in the waste. Why shouldn’t I have tried anything that would have given me the chance at survival?”

      Her father looked past her, his heavy gaze stopping on Fas before turning back to her. “Fas tells me that you gave him most of the remaining water. That you shouldn’t have been able to survive the crossing.”

      Ciara felt Fas’s hot gaze on her back and a flush worked through her. Blast him for making her feel this way, even after what happened!

      She pushed the emotion back, suppressing it as well as she could. “He was sick, barely recovered from the attack.”

      “I was—”

      Ciara cut him off, forging ahead. “So at the time, the choice was simple. He can shape water. He is more important to the village. And we had only enough water for one to return.”

      The other would have to find water in the waste. It should not have been possible, but she’d survived.

      “A decision only a true nya’shin would make,” her father remarked.

      “What happened to the others?” Ciara asked. She hesitated even asking, knowing that her father would ache at the loss, but she needed to know. Had they died because she had failed to find water? If that was the case, then she was less nya’shin than she believed, regardless of what her father said. If there was another reason, she wanted to know, even if there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

      “You sense their absence?”

      “How can I not?”

      Her father leaned forward, hanging on to his j’na as he did. The osidan tip pointed forward, sending a shimmer of light toward her and pushing back the hint of the shadows at the edge of her vision. Ciara forced herself to ignore those shadows. They weren’t real. Even if they were, she shouldn’t—she couldn’t—fear something as simple as shadows, regardless of the strange shadow man and the seductive way he’d tried calling her across the waste.

      “I don’t know what you’re capable of,” her father said.

      Ciara blinked, noting the question mixed into the statement.

      “What happened to them?” she asked.

      “Water, at first. The Stormcallers claimed rains would come, and they did, but it wasn’t enough. Not to sustain us.”

      The rains never provided enough to sustain the village. Only the Great Storms, and it had been years since the last Great Storm, long enough that Ciara wasn’t certain she would even know what to do when the next came. But the rains provided the chance to find more water, to add to their stores, if only the nya’shin were able to detect it enough.

      If the village withered and died like so much else in these lands because they failed to find water, then their loss truly was her fault. She had taken Fas with her on the wild hope that they would find water within the waste. Without the nya’shin, who would remain to find and collect the water?

      “You blame yourself,” her father said.

      “How can I not?”

      “You took a chance that none had been willing to take. You wanted to bring your people to a place where they would not have to constantly search for water, give them a chance to flourish.” He tapped his j’na once, twice, and each time the sound filled the cavern more than it should. Light flashed from the osidan as he did, and Ciara wondered if he twisted the tip enough to somehow catch the light, or if he did something different that she couldn’t tell. “The fault is not with you. Nor is it with the Stormbringer.”

      “Then who?” she asked.

      Her father looked past her once more, and looked to Fas. “When the rains finally came, others visited. At first there were only a few. Pairs of people dressed not like shapers of Ter, but wearing strange clothing, wraps like our elouf, but not dressed for the desert.”

      Ciara’s heart skipped a beat. There were others of Rens, but the villages were now scattered so far apart as to make them separate peoples. Unless some of the other villages had begun to wander. If that was the case, maybe Rens could be reunited and the people find a way to band together, find a source of water where none would have to wander, perhaps safety where they didn’t need to fear the attacks from Ter.

      Seeing her father’s face and hearing the way that he said it, she didn’t think that was what he meant. There was sadness in his eyes, and darkness.

      “Who were they?”

      Her father didn’t answer, his eyes taking on a faraway and lost expression, a look that was so foreign for him. As the ala’shin, he was always so confident, so capable, that for her to see him any other way was difficult for her.

      “They took our healthiest,” Fas said from behind her. “They came at night and disappeared before we knew what was happening. Young, boy and girl, man and woman. They didn’t care so long as they were hale.” His voice caught as he said the last.

      Ciara looked to Fas, noting his muscular build even beneath his elouf. “Why not you?”

      His eyes took on a haunted expression. She could see that he’d wondered the same, or maybe he didn’t need to wonder. “The return from the waste weakened me. When they came, I was…” He took a deep breath and forced a swallow. “I was too weak for them to bother with. I couldn’t even use water against them, not that we had enough for me to even attempt.”

      She tried a water sensing on him and found nothing but traces of sickness, yet something still felt off with him. “Not Ter?”

      Her father took a breath and tapped his j’na on the ground in three quick taps. He stood, holding the j’na as more of a cane, pushing himself to stand. “Come,” he said as he passed her on his way out of the tavern.

      “Where is he going?” she asked.

      Fas shook his head. “Your father has changed since the… attack, I suppose we should call it. Withdrawn. He goes out to Nisa Point and stares, standing all alone for hours at a time.”

      Her father had often gone to the point when she was young, but never for hours, and never so often that others would comment on it. Most figured he went to survey for water, that he could no longer climb the rock tower as he once had, but Ciara thought he had another reason for going. Not for water, but for quiet, to be alone, away from the steady pulsing of everyone around him that he struggled to ignore, hoping for the chance to reach her mother once more.

      They followed her father. He stopped outside the cavern and waited while she and Fas climbed down, and then started to the north, climbing up the steep ridge that led to Nisa Point. Ciara noted that he moved slower than he once would have, that he relied on his j’na to catch him more often than he should, but he still managed the climb.

      Out in the sun, her j’na caught the light of the sun almost as if absorbing it, as if the draasin glass wanted to swallow the light. Fas glanced at it but said nothing. The climb to the top of the point had always been challenging, but it was nothing like what she had faced climbing while out on the waste.

      They reached the top, where her father faced north. “I’ve come here often of late.”

      “That’s what Fas tells me.”

      “Fas. He’s a good man. A strong nya’shin,” he said, as if forgetting that Fas had climbed with her. “A pairing with Fas would serve you well, I think.”

      Ciara flushed. A pairing with Fas once had seemed all that she wanted. Well, that and becoming a true nya’shin. Now that she had the spear, she felt that she was nya’shin, but she no longer knew if she wanted Fas in the same way. He seemed strong enough, to be sure, but she had seen weakness in him that she couldn’t ignore.

      “Father?”

      He turned to her. “What happened to you while on the waste, Ciara? What did you see?”

      “I…” She hesitated, looking out from the point for the first time in many years. Like many in the village, she’d climbed Nisa Point; it was a source of pride as a child, much like climbing the rock tower was a source of pride for those able to become nya’shin. But once she’d climbed Nisa, she hadn’t felt the need for many years. What was there atop the rock for her to see that she wouldn’t be able to see from atop the tower?

      She would have said nothing, but the point gave her a different vantage. Now that she’d reached the peak of the tower, however much Fas might have helped, she saw that there were differences here. They lived in the midst of a hot, rocky landscape. It was not quite the waste; there, the ever-shifting dunes made navigating it difficult, if not impossible. But little grew.

      From here she saw scattered plants, from the waxy-leaved cacti that thrived to the stunted and dried copach trees, and even a few small bulas shrubs. When the bulas berried after a hard rain, the ripe fruit held water along with the foul-tasting berries. Not nearly as much as the gourds brought to her by the lizard, but still enough that the nya’shin had learned to collect them and carry them with them as they traveled, searching for water.

      Beyond the plants, standing atop the point revealed a single fox slinking across the rock. Ciara suspected it chased rabbits, or possibly desert mice, but what did she really know? Maybe it searched for water, much like her people did.

      Then there was the haze of heat rising above the ground that reminded her of the way the sand caught the air while she was in the waste. In so many ways, the bleak and hard rock of Rens was not all that dissimilar from the waste, even though her people thought they were so different and feared crossing.

      Would the lizard be found here? Did it sit out on the rock, watching over her as it had seemed to do while she crossed the desert? Or had it returned to the waste once it brought her back to her people?

      “I nearly died,” she said. “I fell from a rock shelf as I tried reaching the water I sensed.”

      “How far did you fall?” her father asked.

      “I don’t know. Halfway down the shelf. Maybe fifty feet.” Had it really been that far? She probably shouldn’t have attempted the climb. But she’d seen the shadow man and had been convinced that he had water. And had she not, she might never have learned of the strange lizard.

      “And you stand here unharmed.” He cocked his head and studied her. “But not unchanged, I think.”

      She swallowed. What did her father mean?

      “I wasn’t unharmed,” she said, remembering the way she felt after landing, the way that her body throbbed, with everything hurting her. “But I had help.”

      Her father nodded slowly, as if he had expected it. “Shadow or light?”

      Ciara frowned. “I don’t—”

      He raised a hand and cut her off. “Do not make claims you know are untrue, Ciara.”

      He knew. Somehow, he knew.

      She refused to look over at Fas, wishing he wasn’t here for what she would say, but her father deserved honesty from her. “When Fas left, I sensed water. Enough water that we would no longer have to wander, enough that I wanted nothing more than to find it and bring our people to it.”

      “When did you sense this?” Fas asked. “There was no water when I left that night, nothing that would have drawn even you.”

      “I walked for hours after you left, but the ledge never changed. It remained the steep shelf that I’d have to descend if I wanted to reach anything different.” She remembered the way sand billowed off the top of the ledge, blowing from the waste to the hard rock below. It hung in the air, hovering above everything like the haze she saw stretching out from her now. When she reached the ground, she found no sign of the sand on the rock below. “Always, I sensed water below me, drawing me forward.”

      “Down,” her father said. “Toward the shadows.”

      She swallowed again. Could he know? Did he know what she’d seen or how she’d gone with the shadow man, wanting to reach the source of water that she would still swear she sensed below?

      “Shadows, yes,” Ciara whispered.

      “But you returned.”

      She nodded. “How do you know of this?”

      “When I was a child in Pa’shu, the priests of the Stormbringer used to tell stories. There wasn’t the same search for water then, though the river would often go dry, and they would talk of times long past as if they had been there.” He closed his eyes, his brow creasing. “They said that there is a battle between shadow and light, of creatures of power stronger than any of us, greater than any shaper of Ter. They have battled for millennia, darkness trying to conquer the light.” He shook his head. “I always thought it nothing but stories until we retreated to these lands. Here… here I think I can feel the darkness at times.”

      Ciara shivered, thinking of the way the lizard had spoken inside her mind. Had that been the shadow or the light? But the shadow man… There was no question about him. What would it mean that she spoke to the shadow? What would it mean if she couldn’t reach the light?

      “They claimed that the draasin,” her father went on, “were creatures of light. They have long been among the greatest, battling against the shadow, burning with their heat. The priests claim that’s the reason Rens embraced the heat and fire of these lands, knowing that no shadow could live here, that only the light burns where the draasin fly.”

      He turned to stare outward, looking away from the village and out over the point. “There is something out there. I can feel it but do not know what it means. From what I see of you since you returned from the waste, I know that you sense it too. Tell me, daughter, what did you experience on the waste? What is it that brought you back to us? What do you know about these old stories?”

      Ciara thought about what the lizard had said, the only thing she remembered from the strange creature. Hadn’t there been some comment about darkness coming? Did that mean the lizard was a part of darkness, or was it a part of light?

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      She sensed it as Fas took a step closer to her, shifting his feet as he moved toward the ridgeline leading down and away from the point. His heart hammered more rapidly in his chest. Was it fear or something else that drove him?

      “Don’t know? What did you see?” her father asked.

      “I saw,” she began, thinking of what had happened while she was out on the waste, “draasin. They were injured, and those of Ter attacked.” She had stopped them, hadn’t she, but had she been fast enough? She had been taught to revere the draasin, that the creatures of fire deserved her respect, but she had never before known why. Maybe what her father described was the reason why.

      “That’s not all that you saw, Ciara. You had help, didn’t you?”

      She shook her head slowly. “There was a man all in shadows and then another, a creature that helped—”

      Fas took another step, this time toward her, but his foot slipped on the rock, leaving a trail of stone falling to the ground far beneath the point.

      Ciara glanced over in time to see him slip from the ledge and fall.
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      Ciara wasn’t fast enough to reach Fas.

      He fell, and she heard the sickening way his body bounced off the stone, bones shattering in his descent. He cried out with a whimper, barely more than that, and fell silent. It was his eyes that bothered her the most. They fixed her with intensity that burned into her, holding her with what she could only call regret. A black knife slipped from his hand and fell uselessly to the side.

      As she started down, she swore she saw a shadow swirling around him for a moment before flittering away.

      Ciara raced down from the ledge, careful to use her j’na as she went, making certain not to slip. She’d already fallen enough times recently and the lizard wasn’t around to help this time. Her father wheezed behind her, sliding along the rock more slowly than her, the steady tap of his j’na marking the rhythm of his passing.

      At a lip of rock, she found Fas sprawled across the stone. Blood pooled from his face and his arm was bent to the side awkwardly. His eyes were glazed, and for a moment she thought he was already dead, but then he took a breath. Water sensing told her that his heart still beat, but it was faint, and the thrumming of his heart told her how injured he truly was.

      Her father pushed past her and dropped his j’na as he crouched next to Fas. Laying his hands on him, a shaping built, swelling through Fas. One hand tapped on his chest, moving with the rhythm of his heart, while the other rested on his cheek.

      “He’s been too badly hurt,” he said.

      Ciara could see that and doubted Fas could survive a fall like that. Stormbringer, but she shouldn’t have survived a fall as she had and might not have without the help of the lizard.

      “What was the darkness around him?” she asked.

      Her father glanced up at her. “Ciara… those were just stories. There was no darkness.”

      Ciara knelt alongside him and touched Fas on the chest. She might not have the same ability with water as her father, but she could sense the injuries and knew how severe they were. Bones were broken and he bled inside, enough that he wouldn’t last much longer. Her father’s shaping slowed the bleeding but didn’t stop it altogether.

      “Fas didn’t fall,” she said, recognizing the way he welcomed the pain of death. There was no fear in him, nothing that should be there, only a quiet acceptance of what was to come.

      “He slipped. I was there, Ciara.”

      She shook her head and took her hand from his chest. “That was no slip. Fas is one of the most skilled climbers in the village. For him to slip…” She’d seen him tiptoe along ledges so narrow that he should fall, but he moved as surefooted as a fox. For him to have fallen from the top of the point seemed impossible. And for him to have hidden a knife as he made his way toward her…

      “Ciara—”

      She thought of the shadow that had swirled around him. Had he been pushed by the darkness? The shadow man hadn’t been truly frightening, but there was no doubting his power, especially after what she’d seen out on the waste. Maybe there was more to the stories the priests had told her father than even he knew. Could the darkness have pushed Fas? But why?

      Unless Fas had jumped. That made even less sense.

      “You were telling me about light and darkness,” she said. “And you said something about the draasin. What was it?”

      “Now is not the time. We need to do all that we can to save him.”

      “That’s just it, Father. I think Fas knows more than he admits. It wasn’t until you started talking about this that it happened.” But that wasn’t even true. It wasn’t until she started mentioning the light and the darkness that it happened. Had Fas known something more than he let on?

      Stormbringer! She needed answers now, and the village had already lost so much that they couldn’t lose Fas as well.

      “Nothing can help him now,” her father said. “Much like nothing can help those we’ve lost of the village.”

      Ciara saw the way her father tapped on Fas’s chest and knew that wasn’t necessarily true. They might not be able to help him, but what if she could reach the lizard? Wouldn’t it be possible for it to help Fas much like it had once helped her?

      But would it?

      “What do you know of the lizard?” she asked her father.

      He shifted where he knelt so that he could look at her. His other hand reached for his j’na. “I know nothing of any lizard,” he said.

      “You said the draasin were a part of the light. That they fight the darkness and shadow.” She frowned, thinking back to before she’d left the village, and the attack that had nearly killed Fas the first time. “I saw you when the village was attacked. You commanded the draasin.”

      Her father had done something with his spear, used it in some way to reach the draasin, to force them away from the village. Hadn’t he controlled them then?

      When she’d asked, he’d told her that she wasn’t ready to know the answers. Was she now? What would happen if he didn’t tell her?

      “There is no control when it comes to the draasin,” her father answered. “They are creatures of power beyond what we can understand. We can only beg for them to look past us.”

      Ciara snorted. What he’d done had seemed more than that. “Can you reach them? Is that what your j’na does?”

      Her father ran his hand along his spear. “I… I don’t know. The shin were not always trained like this. It wasn’t until the war when we learned to summon.”

      “Summon?”

      He nodded. “The j’na is not so much about reaching them as it is a sign that you are willing to listen. The osidan helps somehow, makes the bearer more attuned to them.”

      Maybe that was the reason that she couldn’t reach the draasin. Her j’na was tipped not with osidan but with draasin glass taken from where Erash had died. If osidan helped with the connection to the draasin, then maybe she couldn’t reach them. Maybe that was why the lizard had been so agitated at times.

      “We need their help for the village, Father. We can’t let them be gone—”

      “There’s nothing more that can be done for Fas. Or the rest of the village. I have tried, and failed. This is the end. The others are lost.”

      Ciara had never heard her father so despondent. “Call them.”

      “Ciara…”

      “No,” she said, standing. Fas would die if she did nothing, and she didn’t know why. Whatever had happened was tied to the shadows. “I need to understand what is happening. Why were our people taken? You tell me how others came and took the youngest and healthiest, but not why. Then you tell me about the shadows and the light, which makes me think that there is a connection, Father, but you don’t explain what that connection is. Fas either knows something or was hurt because he might know something.”

      “I tell you stories, Daughter. That is all. And the draasin… they are a part of the war, but that is all. There are others who use them and force them to attack Ter. That is what Rens faces. There was a time when the ala’shin could fight, but that time is behind us. Now we can only survive.”

      “Something is changing, Father. If you know something…”

      “I can… reach them. I don’t speak to them so much as feel their presence.” He shook his head and looked toward the sun. “Not as I once did,” he said softly.

      Ciara turned to the sky and frowned, wishing there was some sign of the draasin, something she could reach that would help her to understand. She couldn’t shake the sense that she was now a part of it, that by venturing into the waste and seeing the shadow man, she had been drawn into something more than she could understand, into the stories that her father had heard as a child, but why would the draasin and the lizard care whether she was injured? What would they need from her? “Can you summon them?”

      Her father lifted his hand from Fas’s chest, and she saw the hesitation in him as he did. His connection to water kept Fas alive, and once that was gone… Would Fas survive, or would his injuries be too much for him to make it?

      Her father tapped his j’na into the ground. The osidan tip flashed as it caught the light of the sun. He tapped it again, and again the tip flashed with light. Over and over, he repeated the movement, stepping in a small circle as he went, pressing the shaft of his spear into the ground, leaving the osidan flashing.

      The steps he used were familiar, like a dance he’d led her in when she was a child. The look of consternation on his face was new. He sighed deeply and set the spear to the stone.

      “It does not work,” he said. “The draasin, they no longer answer to the osidan as they once did. When our people were taken, I thought…” He shook his head. “It does not matter. I have tried to understand, but there is much about the great creatures that remains a mystery. I am sorry, Ciara.”

      Losing Fas was bad enough, but even more than that, Ciara worried about losing the connection to the draasin, especially if they were some tie to the light. She had witnessed the shadows—they were real and she knew it, even if she didn’t know what it meant—and she had no interest in returning to what she had seen, to the strange, seductive draw of the shadow man. If he reached her again, would she be able to refuse? The last time had been difficult enough.

      Her father continued his circuit, continually tapping his j’na into the rock. Whatever he did as the shaft of the spear struck the rock, she felt it deep within her, as if the j’na echoed with something inside her.

      What would happen if she tried? She didn’t have an osidan tip, but she could try.

      Watching her father for a moment, Ciara mimicked the way he stabbed the spear into the ground. The first time her j’na struck, she felt a jolt up her shoulder and winced. Her father glanced over, his gaze flicking to the draasin glass tipping the end of her spear, and nodded. She made another sharp stab into the rock, and again felt it jolt through her arm.

      “That will not work,” he said.

      Ciara glared at him. “Then show me!”

      He sighed. “It will not matter.”

      “Not if we do nothing, but Fas—and the others—will suffer if we don’t try something. Anything.”

      A pained expression crossed his face, then he spoke softly. “Like this.”

      He demonstrated the way that he flicked the spear into the ground, and she noticed that it bounced slightly, but how did he make the tip flash with light? Was there something he did to cause that, or was it simply a trick of the sunlight?

      She flicked her wrist the same way he showed her, and the spear struck the ground before bouncing. The draasin glass flashed with an orange light, the sunlight playing off it as she did.

      “Good,” her father said. “Now move like this.” He demonstrated the way he placed his feet, making small, shuffling steps that brought him in a small loop.

      Ciara didn’t have room on the ledge to make the same loop, so she circled around Fas, hoping she didn’t do anything that would hurt him any more than he already was. With each step, she flicked the j’na to the rock and then shuffled to the side to repeat the motion. Between her and her father, the sound of the j’na cracking off the rock echoed loudly, bouncing off the hard ground. Light flashed from the tips of both of their spears though, surprisingly, most brightly from hers, as if the draasin glass was intent on reflecting more of the light, sending it spraying out and around them, bouncing off Fas.

      Would the lizard see the light and return? If it did, he could save Fas. Maybe that was what her father taught.

      As she finished the second loop around him, he groaned. Ciara almost lost her focus and skipped forward a step, the j’na catching the rock strangely and nearly flying from her hand. She jumped for it, pulling it back in time to slam it into the ground again, landing near Fas’s face. Her winced again and rolled toward her.

      “What is this?” she asked her father.

      He looked over at her with a pinched brow, his deeply tanned face watching her with a flat expression. “I do not know. This is not what I was taught.” s

      Ciara continued her loop around Fas, with each small step slapping the j’na into the ground. The glowing from the draasin glass became constant. What was at first a flash of bright light was now a steady glowing, a blaze that burned in her eyes, making it so that she couldn’t even see. She closed them, moving with the steady rhythm, following her father and knowing only the tapping and the step. A warmth washed over her face, and she wondered how brightly the draasin glass glowed.

      Then she heard a distant roar.

      It was a sharp sound that echoed, filling the air more loudly than anything she and her father did. Hot wind picked up, moving around her with increasing intensity.

      “Keep moving,” her father urged.

      “Is that the draasin?” she asked. “Is your call working?”

      He grunted, and she felt him near her. She still didn’t dare open her eyes, the brightness of the sun burning off the draasin glass coming through her closed lids.

      “It is not my call, Ciara,” he said.

      Her heart hammered a moment in her chest. Did he think that she somehow called to the draasin?

      “It would seem I need a different tip to my j’na,” he said, now standing at her shoulder.

      His hands touched her shoulders and she stopped, daring to open her eyes and not certain what she would see. The draasin glass glowed brighter than a lantern, burning as if dipped in flames, swirling in the shape of the glass itself. Deep within the glass, she could see the shape still there and knew that the glass itself didn’t melt.

      At her feet, Fas moaned softly. She glanced down and saw him curled up, his knees bent to his belly. His breathing was easy and regular. The blood that had poured from his face had eased, leaving him pale but less sickly-looking than he’d seemed since before the attack, as if the light from the draasin glass made him healthier.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Her father didn’t have the chance to answer. A dark shadow descended from the sky, blotting out the sun, but the draasin glass still blazed, as if burning now with a light of its own. She held the spear out from her, toward the draasin. Hot wind swirled around her cheeks, blowing against her skin, but not painfully, more like a hot breath.

      “Go to her,” her father urged.

      Ciara hesitated. “Her?”

      He nodded to the top of the point where the draasin had landed. “Her,” he said. “You summoned and she answered.”

      “How… How do you know she’s not here for you?”

      Her father’s gaze went to her spear before returning to meet her eyes. “Daughter, there is so much you don’t know, and that I failed to teach. When we moved toward the waste, I thought you would never have the need, but perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps the elementals are not finished with the shin.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, and you should not. But you must, for you have now moved beyond the nya’shin.”

      “Beyond?” Ciara hadn’t realized there was a beyond to the nya’shin. They were the seekers, they found water for the people, but there was nothing more than that.

      “When you returned from the waste, I should have known you had this potential, but I didn’t. Perhaps I didn’t want to believe, or didn’t want to hope, when I knew that such hope would serve no purpose, especially after so many had been lost.” His smile faded, and he looked troubled. “My summons is no longer effective, not as it once had been. That is the reason I cannot reach the draasin as I once did. Or maybe there is another reason,” he went on, looking again at the draasin glass still glowing.

      It pulsed as she stood there, and Ciara had the sudden urge to tap it to the ground. When she did, the glass glowed more steadily. Up above on the point, the draasin snorted, breathing out a streamer of smoke and steam that billowed down toward them.

      “What reason?” she asked.

      “Maybe they have chosen another. You can help the people, Ciara.”

      He met her eyes and pride blazed within his, but it was mixed with another emotion, one she didn’t fully understand. There was hope mixed in as well, a hope that she felt, that she might have explanations, or at least a sort of understanding.

      “What of Fas?” she asked.

      He bent down and tapped a few times on Fas’s chest, moving with the steady pulse pounding within. “Fas will be fine.”

      Even without him saying it, she knew it was true. Fas would be fine, much as she had been fine in spite of her fall. She wondered how he had been healed, but a part of her suspected it had to do with the j’na and the draasin glass, even if she didn’t understand how that could be.

      “Father—”

      He took her hand and held it, squeezing it between his massive palms. “If she has come for you, then there might be more to what you’ve experienced then I know. See what the draasin can show you. Save those who have been lost.”

      “What if that’s not why she came?”

      He smiled. “Then discover the reason.”

      Her father released her hand and she started up the steep path leading to the top of the point. With each step, heat rose in the air, building to a level where it felt she stood next to a cook fire. Atop the point, the enormous draasin loomed, silver-gray scales catching the light of the sun, her sharp spikes protruding from her back. Long talons gripped the rock, holding her in place as wind swirled around her, hot and dry.

      The draasin stared at her, slitted eyes a deep gold with a hint of green, watching Ciara as she stepped to the top of the point. “What am I supposed to do?” Ciara asked.

      In answer, the draasin lowered her head.

      Ciara stared, and the draasin waited.

      She approached carefully, fearful of what the draasin might do. There were stories of the great creatures of fire attacking, but for the most part, they left her people alone. Maybe that had more to do with the connection to them through osidan, or maybe it was because of what her father once had known, magic that he had never shared with her.

      Ciara dragged her j’na along with her, trying to suppress the fear coursing through her—and failing.

      When she neared, the draasin nudged her with her head, much like the lizard nudged her, and Ciara fell, dropping onto the creature’s back. With a flutter of wings, the draasin rose into the air, quickly gaining altitude with Ciara trapped atop her back.
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        Even within Ter, there are those who choose discord.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena’s head pounded in ways that it hadn’t since she’d welcomed the connection to the draasin, the steady drumbeat of the connection putting pressure on her eyes and in the back of her mind, making it difficult to see the trees around her. Nausea rolled through her and she struggled to keep her breakfast from spilling back up. The sour odor to the air, an almost bitter stink that reminded her of vomit, didn’t help.

      Hopefully Bayan had gone back to the barracks as she’d asked of her, but blast it if she knew what the woman would do once she got there. That was the part she couldn’t predict, but she hadn’t much choice at the time, not if she wanted to do what she could to help the draasin.

      Where was Wyath?

      She staggered to the next tree, holding on to it and knowing that if she wasn’t careful, she would fall. Even reaching for a shaping was difficult now, and her mind struggled to wrap around the elements, the painful pounding making even the most basic thoughts difficult.

      She needed to find him. Or Eldridge. Stars, but she would even be pleased to find Cheneth now, and that was knowing how he’d chastise her when she did. The scholar had little tolerance for this kind of mistake, but then, this hadn’t been her mistake, had it?

      She sensed nothing to tell her if Calan or Ifrit remained in the forest, but she’d not seen them come past and hadn’t seen any sign that they’d shaped themselves away and after the draasin, either.

      She needed to go after Sashi. But even were she able to reach the draasin, if it was attacked, there was nothing she could do to help at this point. She was too weakened.

      Alena made it to another tree. Her vision was improving, at least enough for her to see the clearing through the trees where she should find the pen. The air was thicker here from dirt and debris that still hung suspended in the air, mixed with the tang of blood.

      Was it draasin blood? The elemental had made it out, but had it done so with injury, or had he gotten free before the attack?

      Releasing the tree, she staggered into the clearing and stumbled on a piece of rubble that had been strewn across the ground. Alena glanced down and had to blink twice before she knew what it was that she saw. Not rubble.

      Wyath sprawled across the ground, blood pooling from a half dozen different injuries, each likely enough to take his life. Somehow he still lived, but he would not for much longer.

      Crouching next to him, she smoothed the hair back from his head and was surprised when he opened glazed eyes and looked at her.

      “Dangerous,” he wheezed.

      “Don’t speak. Let me heal you,” she said, but she wasn’t sure she was strong enough for what Wyath needed. The only person she knew at the barracks who might have the potential to save him was gone; left and hadn’t returned. For all she knew, Volth didn’t plan on returning, and she couldn’t fully blame him. What he’d seen was more than most within the order ever learned, and that was without finding out what it meant for his potential.

      Wyath chuckled. “I’m getting old, Alena. Don’t need you to think you can save me each time something foolish happens to me.” He coughed, and a bubble of bloody phlegm spit from his lips. “Did good, girl. Go after her. Keep them safe. Already, one is lost. Can’t let the same happen to the other. We… owe them.”

      “Quiet, you old fool.” She used a shaping of water and settled it through him, stabilizing the injuries she could detect, but water had never been one of her true strengths. She could use water better than most who came through Atenas, but not in the same way, and not with the same skill at healing as so many who trained there. What she did was no different than a field medic would do, something she had far too much experience with from her time spent fighting.

      “Not much to do for this,” Wyath said. “Damn shame it had to be this way, you know?”

      Alena looked around the clearing. Where had Calan and Ifrit gone? Were they still here, they might be able to do something, possibly help her heal Wyath more effectively. Without them, she didn’t have the necessary knowledge.

      But she could get him back to the barracks.

      Using a shaping of earth, Alena lifted Wyath and carried him. The old man groaned once but didn’t say anything else. That should have warned her how far gone he was. She held on to earth, pushing through it to strengthen her so that she could carry him more easily. Alena hurried through the woods, fearing she would be too late.

      As they neared the barracks, she heard commotion. Voices shouted and someone cried out orders. What was happening here?

      She stepped from the trees to see Bayan speaking to Calan. Nothing she could do about that now other than ignore whatever accusation she might level at her. Calan glanced at Wyath and turned away, hurrying to the end of the camp. Blast that man. There wasn’t much she could do, but she didn’t need to have another challenge, not considering everything that was happening, which she already didn’t understand.

      A firm grip grabbed at her elbow and she spun to see Eldridge guiding her back toward the trees. She pulled away, shaking him off. “He needs healing, Eldridge. And we have to make certain the other draasin—”

      Eldridge cut her off with a finger to her lips. He glanced around and nodded. “You think I can’t see that? It’s only by Cheneth’s will that the last draasin lives. Calan refuses to risk angering him, but if something happens…”

      Alena didn’t want to think of that or the pain she would feel as the draasin suffered. Already she felt the drawing of the draasin as he demanded to be freed. “Where is Tarak?” she asked, needing to get Wyath to the healer before she could help the draasin.

      “Busy. Whatever happened out there left Ifrit pretty bloodied. Tarak won’t have the strength to help both of them.”

      “There are others—”

      “Not today,” Eldridge said. “Cheneth can’t help, and the only other person able to help you would be Calan. Given the way he looked at you, I don’t think he’s much interested in healing.” Eldridge glanced around, his thin lips pursed and his long, sharp nose tipped upward, as if smelling the air. “What of Volth?”

      “He hasn’t returned.”

      “Damn. That leaves us with only one option if we want Wyath to live. I know what he’d say, but he’s got a bit more to do before his time is up.” Eldridge pulled her deeper into the woods as he spoke, leaving the commotion within the barracks behind.

      “What do you think we can do?” she asked.

      “Wyath needs the kind of healing that can only be found in one place.”

      “Eldridge,” she began, already slowing. Wyath felt heavier in her arms as her earth shaping sagged. “You know I can’t go back there.” And she needed to go after the draasin. But then, the sense of the draasin had faded from her mind. Even were she able, she wouldn’t know where to search.

      The last time she’d been to Atenas had been ten years ago, back before the barracks had been fully established, around the same time she began to hear the steady call of the draasin in her mind. At first, she’d thought something wrong with her and sought healing within Atenas, but no healer took her seriously. It wasn’t until Eldridge found her by chance that she’d been brought to the barracks and offered a chance to study. Wyath had taught her, and she remembered well how insanely competent the old man had seemed even then. In the years since, he had only grown in her eyes.

      Eldridge waved a hand dismissively. “I know your feelings about Atenas, just as I know your feelings about Wyath. Are you telling me that you wouldn’t do whatever is needed to help him?”

      “You know that I will.”

      Eldridge huffed as if there hadn’t really been a need for discussion. “Good, because I’m going to need your help with this shaping.”

      They stopped in a small clearing that wasn’t nearly as large as the one holding the now-damaged draasin pen. When Eldridge took hold of Wyath’s legs, his mouth pressed into a tighter line. “Not much time for him,” he said softly.

      Wyath hadn’t said anything since she’d lifted him to carry him back to the barracks, and she’d noted how his skin had grown cooler with each passing moment. Even his breathing had changed, becoming more irregular. She’d seen something similar before, and she’d been just as helpless to do anything about it.

      “Come now,” Eldridge said. His wind shaping built with a steady competence, and he wrapped flows of wind around them, pulling at his cloak and slowly starting to lift into the air.

      Alena copied the shaping. She could use a more complicated shaping of each of the elements to travel, but she couldn’t carry another with her, not without risking both her and whomever she attempted to bring along. Weakened as she was, carrying herself might be more than she could manage. Eldridge could only shape wind, though, and so even were she to attempt to travel on her combined shaping, she would lose the scholar. But using wind, especially shaping it together, they would be able to travel on the air itself, guided by the strength of the wind.

      With her shaping to assist, they lifted into the air. Alena made a point of funneling the strength that she could shape into the wind, stabilizing the shaping with earth. Even that was nearly too much for her.

      Eldridge took control of the shaping and guided them as they raced to the north, away from the barracks. Wind whistled around her as they moved faster than she would ever have managed with wind shaping alone.

      Atenas first appeared as a dark shadow in the distance but quickly resolved into the massive tower of black stone that rose high over the city all around its base. Eldridge pulled them ever faster, pushing them along with his shaping. She expected him to lower them at the base of the tower, bringing them to the shaper circle infused with earth to provide strength, but he did not. Instead, he pulled them toward the upper aspect of the tower and held them in a controlled hover near one of the high-level windows.

      “Careful,” he warned.

      He touched the pane of glass, tapping gently and with a steady rhythm, sliding his fingers over it. There was no shaping used, at least none that Alena could tell, but the glass began to part, spreading away like the pulling of a curtain.

      “Go,” Eldridge said, strain now evident in his voice.

      Alena climbed through the opening, her training as a hunter over the past decade taking over so that she quickly glanced around. She was in a small, unlit room. A square of carpet covered the floor. A narrow table butted up against the window, and a lantern rested on top of it. There was nothing else.

      Eldridge started passing Wyath through the window, and she took him, realizing how cold he felt. The old warrior didn’t move as she pulled him into Atenas, and she didn’t see him breathing. Only the faint pulsing within his chest told her that he still lived, but even that grew weaker by the moment. She took a moment to perform another shaping of water but didn’t think it would be enough to keep him alive.

      Eldridge climbed into the room after her, forcing her back against the plain brown door leading out. “We must hurry,” he said, pushing her aside and performing a shaping so subtle that she couldn’t tell what he did. The door swung open, leading into a dark hall.

      “How did you do that back there?” she asked as they reached a stair.

      “A simple lock,” he said. Eldridge took the stairs two at a time, his shorter legs assisted in each step by his shaping. He might be able to shape only wind, but he was extremely skilled, using it in ways that warriors of the order rarely considered. In that fashion, he was more like the healer guild and their specialization.

      “Not the lock. The window.”

      Eldridge swung around a corner at a landing and paused long enough to catch her eye. “There are more ways to enter Atenas than the shaper circle.”

      There weren’t supposed to be any other ways to enter the tower. From what Alena remembered, the only ways in were through the main doorway or through an entrance atop the tower itself. Both were reinforced and heavily guarded to keep out those not given access. But Eldridge had simply swept away a pane of glass, leaving it as if nothing had been there. Not only was it a neat trick, but she could think of dozens of uses for such a shaping.

      Eldridge didn’t give her the chance to question anything more as he stopped on one of the landings—Alena wasn’t able to tell which floor they were on and doubted it would matter anyway, as she’d been too long away from Atenas to know what was where—and tapped on a door along the hall.

      Whatever was on the other side of that door was shielded from her using water. She hadn’t seen a shielding quite like it before and started probing along the edge, using a masked shaping of water and fire.

      “There’s no need for that,” Eldridge said.

      Alena hesitated. How had he known she was shaping? He was a wind shaper only and shouldn’t be able to detect when she used water and fire. “Where are we?”

      Wyath didn’t have the luxury of wasting any more time. Already, it might be too late for him.

      “Wait,” Eldridge cautioned.

      The shielding around the door dropped and then the door opened. The wide face that poked through the cracked door had ruddy cheeks and a saggy jowl that reminded Alena in some ways of her father, a water shaper long gone. The eyes that caught on Eldridge and then Alena before settling on Wyath looked nothing like her father’s, though. They were hard and calculating.

      “Balls, man,” he said. “What are you doing back in Atenas?”

      “We need your help.”

      “I see that, but are you really certain this is… wise? You could have summoned and it might have been safer.”

      “There was no time. Now, will you allow us in, Oliver?”

      Alena had heard the name before; most who spent any time in Atenas had heard the name of the greatest healer in Ter. At least Wyath would have a chance, but how did Eldridge know him, and why would Oliver ask if it was wise for him to come?

      Oliver stepped to the side and pulled the door open. He was a wide man, and his gray robe did nothing to disguise his bulk. In spite of that, he moved with a certain grace that reminded her of the R’sar dancers. The thought made her smile; she couldn’t imagine a man the size of Oliver spinning and slashing with the precision the dancers possessed.

      When they were in the room, he slammed the door shut with a shaping of water, sealing it once more. Oliver motioned to a cot along the wall, and she carried Wyath to it, setting him down. Oliver quickly reached for Wyath and ran his hands over his face and down his sides, probing expertly.

      “Who shaped him?” he said, keeping his focus on Wyath.

      “There was an explosion,” Alena said. Oliver didn’t need to know how it happened, she decided, and she would try to keep Eldridge from saying anything that might lead to more questions. “A training accident.”

      Eldridge eyed her askance and Oliver sniffed to himself.

      “Training accident. Seems the old man shouldn’t be involved in too many training accidents anymore, should he?” Oliver directed the question to Eldridge, ignoring Alena. “But that wasn’t what I wanted to know. Who performed the first shaping?”

      “I did,” Alena said. “Does it matter? I needed to staunch the bleeding, or he wouldn’t have made it even this far.”

      Oliver looked up then. As he did, Alena realized that she hadn’t sensed him shaping, but there was no question that he was. Traces of color had returned to Wyath’s face. He was still cool and pale, but his blood flowed with a little more force than it had before.

      The trick of masking shapings was not unique to those who trained in the barracks, but she hadn’t met anyone within Atenas who managed to do so with such skill. She couldn’t detect a thing as he worked, hiding his shaping with such precision that he might as well have been sitting in a garden.

      “Of course it matters,” Oliver snapped. “The first shaping is the most important. If you can’t steady the body, there might not be anything that can be done. Depending on what you did, I might have to remove the shaping, but that runs the risk of him bleeding out completely. He’s far enough gone that he might not survive that.”

      “Can you help him?” Eldridge said.

      Oliver opened his mouth but closed it at Eldridge’s intense stare. “Damn it,” he whispered. “I will try, but I can’t do it alone, and I’m not sure he’s willing to help. There’s a part of him that doesn’t accept what he can do.”

      Alena was frowning, wondering who Oliver meant, when she realized they weren’t alone in his room.

      She stood and took a step back and saw the shadow looming along the far wall, watching them. Flickering light from the hearth played across his face, casting it in darkness, but not enough to mask the anger on Jasn Volth’s face.

      “Will you be a part of this?” Oliver asked. The water shaper didn’t look over, but Alena knew the question was intended for Jasn.

      He hesitated long enough that Alena feared he wouldn’t answer. She didn’t know why the greatest healer in Ter wanted Jasn to help, but she sensed that an important question was asked, even if she didn’t know quite what it meant.

      Jasn stepped forward, his eyes lowering to Wyath, and sighed. “I will help.”
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        Bishop Eldridge reports that communication with the elementals grants incredible strength, exceeding that of shaping alone. He has not observed whether it exceeds summoning, or that of the rune traps, or the other ways of reaching the power of the elements.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      As Jasn stepped out from the shadows, he wondered what he was doing, but someone needed help. Not only someone, but Wyath. The old man had helped him often enough since he came to the barracks, even if Jasn didn’t know everything that took place there.

      “How did it happen this time?” he asked. The last time Wyath had been injured, the draasin had attacked, catching him in the stomach. Jasn had healed it as well as he could, at least as well as he had been willing to before bringing him to Cheneth.

      Alena met his eyes and looked down. Damn, but she was lovely, even sweating and covered in Wyath’s blood.

      He shoved the thought aside. This was the woman responsible for Katya’s death. No, not her death, not if what Oliver said was true, but at least responsible for the fact that she was missing. Did he dare believe that she still lived? Could he not?

      “Training accident,” Eldridge said, repeating the phrase Alena had used.

      Jasn didn’t know the thin scholar well, but when he’d gone with him to find Alena, there was no doubting his skill. Even as a wind shaper, he was impressively capable.

      “What kind of training accident?” Jasn asked.

      Oliver frowned, and Jasn ignored him. Did it matter if his old mentor knew what took place in the barracks? From the sound of it, he and Eldridge knew each other, even if Jasn didn’t know how.

      “The kind that ends with him injured,” Eldridge said. “Now. Are you going to heal him or keep talking?”

      “Oliver—”

      “Doesn’t have the same capacity when it comes to this,” Oliver said.

      Jasn looked over to him and frowned. “You’re the greatest healer in Ter.”

      Oliver smiled and shook his head. “Perhaps I once could make that claim, but that was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “You.”

      Jasn’s breathing quickened. Could he do what they wanted of him? Was it possible to reach for that level of control with water? When he’d healed Thenas, he had been near the stream. Always before when healing like that, when he lost control, there had been a source of water. Even when he was in Rens and trying to die, there had always been a source of water.

      He looked from Alena to Oliver, but it was Eldridge who held his gaze the longest. “If you’re what Oliver suspects,” Eldridge said, as if making a point of not including Alena or himself, “then you can do this.”

      Jasn didn’t know whether he could or whether it would work in Atenas. When he’d managed healing like was needed in the past, he had never been in the tower. Blighted stars, he’d never even been in the city! What if there was something about Atenas that made this shaping difficult?

      There was only one way to know. And he needed answers. If he did this, they would owe him the answers he sought. Not only about Katya, but about the elementals as well. Maybe more than anything, he wanted to understand what that meant.

      Jasn placed his hands on Wyath’s chest. As soon as he did, he felt the thready pulse and the way his life faded. The old man didn’t have another minute.

      “Can you do this?” Oliver asked softly. “I’m holding back what I can, but this is nearly beyond my limit.”

      He spoke in such a calm manner that it soothed Jasn, reminding him of the times when he had first come to train with the healers.

      “There are multiple injuries,” he said, starting the report as he had been trained. “One lung is collapsed. His intestines are pierced.” That alone would be deadly if he did nothing. “Three… no, four major fractures.” Any one of the fractures would be enough for Wyath to bleed uncontrollably. “Overtop it all is something else,” he said, puzzling through it.

      “I concur with your assessment,” Oliver said, “and what you sense is another shaping. It’s blunt and raw and—”

      “And you need to remove it,” Jasn said, not taking his eyes off Wyath. The dim light from the hearth flickered, barely giving much light for his assessment, but years of training had kicked in, sending Jasn back to a time when he’d known the healing art of water, long before he had ever sought to purge himself.

      “I need to remove it,” Oliver agreed.

      The shaping held everything in place, but he wouldn’t be able to enact any sort of healing with it there. Once it was gone, he would need to act quickly, possibly more quickly than he’d ever attempted, and even then, there was no guarantee that what he tried would work.

      Oliver shaped. It was soft and slow, but he peeled away the water shaping carefully, drawing it first from the least serious injuries before moving to the more serious ones. He hesitated near the chest, and then with a nod to Jasn, Oliver removed the shaping entirely.

      Wyath gasped softly.

      Blood pulsed, pouring from suddenly opened wounds. Jasn shaped water, using the techniques that Oliver had taught him, techniques that he had long ago attempted to master but had never felt capable of doing. Always, he had struggled with the complexity of water shaping that Oliver managed to so easily demonstrate. It was clear that water shaping—his water shaping—wasn’t going to be enough.

      “You need to do this,” Jasn said.

      “Water shaping will not save him,” Oliver answered, his voice still that controlled, soothing sound.

      Water shaping wouldn’t, but what Oliver asked of him was to try to access that deeper ability, but it was one that he didn’t know how to find consciously.

      “You must surrender to it,” Eldridge whispered, his voice like the calling of air. “It must come to you, and then you can use it.”

      Jasn pulled his eyes away from Wyath and saw the scholar looming over him, his face a blank mask. He didn’t know how to do what Eldridge wanted, but if he couldn’t figure it out, he wouldn’t be able to save Wyath.

      What had he done when he healed Thenas? Hadn’t he surrendered then?

      Jasn wasn’t sure that he had. He had been in the water and felt the steady pulling of it, drawing at him, lapping at his ankles, flowing around him, almost a constant rhythm, like the pulse of the river…

      He felt a flutter that started deep inside him. It seemed to move in a familiar pattern, a rhythm that Jasn could almost recognize.

      “Surrender,” Eldridge whispered again.

      Surrender to what? Always when he’d used healing like Wyath needed, he’d been around massive water. Like Thenas and the river, or the time he’d saved Helena near the lake after she’d fallen from the rock, even the time when he’d healed Lachen after he burned himself attempting to light a fire. It was after the accident that Renis had come for them and brought them to Atenas.

      But he had healed himself without needing a source of water, hadn’t he? Wasn’t that what he’d been doing while in Rens? The healing hadn’t been anything conscious. If he had any control, he would have let himself die. That had been the entire reason he’d gone to Rens in the first place.

      “Surrender,” Eldridge urged.

      Wyath needed him. Life drifted away, slipping out with every drop of blood that oozed from him. The blood didn’t flow with any strength; there was none remaining within the old warrior.

      The only thing that Jasn could sense was blood pulsing through his own veins. It moved with a quick rhythm, a steady tapping that bounded through him, calling to him, reminding him of the way the water had lapped around his legs when he’d been healing Thenas.

      That fluttering sensation came again, this time stronger than before.

      Jasn reached for it, but it slipped away as he did.

      Wyath’s heart stopped.

      Jasn relaxed, releasing himself to the connection, removing the barriers he’d placed that blocked access. Water surged through him in a torrent, overpowering him, filling him. All he had to do was let it pass through, to surrender as Eldridge suggested.

      When he did, it washed over Wyath.

      The shaping—if that was what he could even call it—moved with such strength and such power that it exploded from him, wrapping Wyath in waves of water. Jasn held on, clinging to it, but as he so often did when this surged in him, he lost control and was swept away.

      Wyath bent in half by the strength of it, as if convulsing.

      Jasn watched, waiting to see what would happen to the old warrior, doubting his shaping could save him. Could it, even if it was somehow tied to elementals that Jasn didn’t know how to reach?

      As water continued pouring through him, Jasn released the last of his walls, releasing water from him in a torrent. But, he realized as it poured into Wyath, water didn’t come from him, only through him. This wasn’t his shaping at all, only channeled by him in some way.

      He had the vague sensation of waves crashing combined with water burbling over rocks in the river as if they competed for his attention. Jasn tried listening more closely, straining for the connection, but another gasp came from Wyath and destroyed the weak thread.

      Jasn staggered back, away from the cot.

      Oliver watched him, his dark eyes unreadable, his wide mouth pulled into a tight line.

      “What… what happened?” Wyath asked in a weak voice.

      “Apparently,” Oliver said, “you had a training accident.”
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        How many have the capacity to speak to the elementals? Will this discovery tip the scales of the battle? As I sit here at the edge of the world, watching the spreading shadow, I do not know.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn sat in a small room in one of the upper levels of the tower. These rooms had traditionally been reserved for the masters within Atenas, but Oliver had brought him here and hadn’t bothered checking whether anyone else was present.

      “Rest,” Oliver had suggested, waving Jasn to the thin bed that occupied most of the space in the room. The walls were bare and there was no carpet like there was in Oliver’s room to provide a sense of warmth.

      Jasn had wanted nothing more than rest, but his mind wouldn’t stop rolling over what had happened. He had always been a skilled water shaper; that was what had brought him to Atenas in the first place, and had demonstrated the ability to heal not only himself but others on countless occasions, but what had happened with Wyath had been more intentional than he’d ever achieved before. Had he spoken to one of the elementals? Was he somehow able to use their power?

      Cheneth had tried explaining the elementals to him, but Jasn didn’t really understand. The concept was hard to fathom, regardless of knowing about the draasin and how powerful they were.

      The door opened a crack and Eldridge peeked in. A part of Jasn was disappointed that it wasn’t Alena. He had questions for her that couldn’t be answered by Eldridge.

      “You’re awake,” Eldridge said. His tone suggested that he hadn’t really expected Jasn to be sleeping.

      “Yes.”

      Eldridge motioned to a simple wooden chair next to the door, and Jasn nodded. Did it matter to Eldridge whether he agreed? The scholar would likely do whatever he wanted regardless of what Jasn asked. Besides, Eldridge had answers, too.

      “What did you feel as you shaped?” Eldridge asked, leaning back against the wall and crossing one leg over the other. He looked as if he were lounging at a cook fire or sitting in a tavern telling stories to friends.

      “I’m not so certain that I shaped anything,” Jasn said.

      “No? Did you not use water?”

      Jasn sat up and rubbed his eyes. He felt exhausted, but not as he should, especially considering how much energy he would have used on such a shaping. That, more than anything else, told him he hadn’t been the one to shape. “Water, yes, but that wasn’t me using it.”

      Eldridge sighed, his breath coming out something like a gust of air. Wind swirled in the small room, kicking up dust, leaving trailing motes hanging in the air. “Who is to say who used whom? Water called to you, and you answered, or perhaps you called to water and it answered. Either way, does it matter?”

      “What is this?” Jasn said.

      Eldridge frowned. “I would say that this is Atenas, and you are within the tower, but that’s not what you want to hear, is it, Jasn Volth?”

      “Why did Lachen send me to the barracks?” He didn’t couch his familiarity with Lachen behind a title, not as he usually did.

      “Lachen, is it? Not Commander?”

      “It seems to me that you know already,” Jasn said. There hadn’t been even a hint of surprise, not that Jasn had really expected it. Eldridge was a scholar, after all.

      “I know that you knew him.”

      Jasn snorted. “Knew. I suppose that would be the way to put it.”

      “But not anymore?”

      “Does anyone know him?” Jasn asked. “Can anyone?”

      “I think the commander chooses what people learn about him. That you have some history makes you unique. I was surprised that he was the reason you came to the barracks, especially given that fact, but I suspect even he didn’t know about your ability, did he?”

      Jasn sighed and stretched his legs. The small room felt cramped, and he wanted to get up and pace, but more than that, a part of him still wanted to fight. All those months spent battling had made him a different man than the one who had trained in Atenas, the man who had spent hours poring over texts, memorizing anatomy, and learning the art of healing. That man was gone, but Jasn still didn’t know who remained.

      “I don’t know what Lachen knows about,” he said. “It’s possible that he did.” He paused, his hands absently playing with the fabric of his pants. “What is it? What am I?”

      “You are no different than you were before. You are a conduit, chosen by the elementals and gifted with the ability to borrow from their power.”

      “How is that different from shaping?” Eldridge was one of the scholars, so Jasn expected more of an answer than that, though he wasn’t entirely sure what more Eldridge would tell him.

      “With shaping, you tap into the power of the elements drawing through yourself. Think of how you learned to shape wind.” He smiled and spread his hands as another gust of wind swirled around the small room. “I’ll admit that I’m biased and don’t have experience with the other elements, but they are similar. When you first reached the wind, how were you instructed to do so?”

      “The wind comes when it’s called. I simply think of the air, and—”

      “That’s not what you do, nor how you were instructed,” Eldridge said. “When you summon, what did you learn? How did you need to reach it?”

      Jasn closed his eyes and thought about those lessons. They were so long ago that he had nearly forgotten, but hadn’t he been instructed to focus on his breathing, on the way air and wind moved through him? Once he found that focus, he was able to pull on it, to use that to draw on greater effect to the point that now when he attempted to shape wind, he did so without thinking, making it nearly as easy as breathing.

      Eldridge smiled. “I see you remember.”

      Jasn realized he had been shaping wind without intending to. He released it, letting it flow back on another breath of air. “It comes from within,” Jasn said. “I was asked to focus on my breathing.”

      “Your breathing, yes. That’s how you use wind when you shape. The power comes from you, drawn on your connection to the elements.”

      “But the elementals are different.”

      “They are different. Just as some shapers have greater strength with the elements, so too are elementals stronger. You have seen the draasin. They are great elementals of fire and different than many of the others, but man has long known of other elementals.”

      “I haven’t heard of any others,” Jasn said.

      “No? You’ve never heard of terrible storms that blow through, destroying homes and cities? You’ve never heard stories of ships lost at sea, as if the water itself were angry? Have you never heard of rock slides destroying an entire face of a mountain, everything below lost?”

      “What are you saying? That is all the elementals?”

      Eldridge leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His sharp nose pointed at Jasn and he smiled tightly. “What you did with Wyath was different. You might not know how to describe it, not yet, but in time, you should be able to.”

      Jasn closed his eyes, remembering the way water flooded through him. What had flowed through him had been different than shaping, an energy more powerful than anything he could shape. “The elementals healed Wyath.”

      “Yes.”

      He opened his eyes and saw Eldridge staring at him with an intense expression. “Why?”

      Eldridge opened his mouth to answer and then closed it with a sigh. “We… we don’t know. They need our help, we think.”

      “For what?”

      “For something we don’t fully understand.”

      Jasn thought about what Lachen had asked, the way he described a coming fight. Did Lachen know the same? Could he speak to the elementals?

      “The same battle we fight in Rens?” Jasn asked. “The same reason the draasin attack our people deep within the waste? Bad enough that they come at us along the border, but why there?”

      “We don’t know why they attack us there.”

      “I thought you spoke to the elementals?” He suspected that Eldridge did, that he could speak to the wind, granting him greater control than most wind shapers he’d met, greater than any of the order.

      Eldridge smiled tightly. “We do. I do.”

      “They don’t tell you? How do you know that you’re helping the right side?”

      “The only example I have is the one I’m most familiar with.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Have you ever felt the way the wind pulls on your face, that gentle sensation that brushes against your skin like a lover’s kiss, playfully tugging at your hair or your clothes?”

      Jasn sniffed. “Yes.”

      “And have you ever known the harsh, painful wind, scraping across your flesh as if trying to tear the skin from you?”

      Jasn nodded. There had been times in Rens when it had felt that way.

      “Then you know which you prefer.”

      “That’s no answer,” Jasn said.

      Eldridge stood and reached for the door. “Thank you for healing Wyath. He’s more important than you realize.”

      “You still didn’t answer me.”

      “No? Then you will have to come up with your choice on your own. None can do that for you, but know that there are others like you, and they are willing to help.”

      As Eldridge pulled open the door and stepped through, Jasn shuffled to the edge of the cot. If he said nothing, he might never get the answers he needed. “Like Alena helped with her student who died?”

      Eldridge turned back, brow furrowed in a puzzled expression. When it relaxed, he nodded slowly. “That’s it then. You knew her.”

      “I knew her.”

      Eldridge studied him for a moment. “You cared for her.”

      Jasn didn’t blink, didn’t breathe. Cared seemed such an understatement about his feelings toward Katya, and he’d never had the chance to really show her the depths of his emotions.

      “You’ll have to ask Alena about what happened with her.”

      “Oliver says she still lives.”

      Eldridge took another step into the hall. “Oliver knows many things, but this is not something that he understands.”

      “What happened with her?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible Rens claimed her, and if they did, then she is truly gone. As to the rest… that is what we must understand, the reason I have come to the barracks, and the reason I remain. You must find your reasons.” His mouth tightened into a thin line, and he nodded before closing the door again, leaving Jasn sitting alone in shadows.
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        I believe I have discovered who released the darkness. I have yet to learn how. The knowledge required is protected by the college and should be difficult to obtain.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “You need to talk to him.”

      Alena leaned on the edge of the window, staring out one of the upper levels in Atenas when Eldridge returned. It had been so long since she’d been in the tower that she’d almost forgotten what sort of vantage she had within these walls. In some ways, it was better than shaping herself above the clouds. At least here, she didn’t have the same sense of movement and could simply stand and watch the city beneath.

      “I need to find the draasin.”

      Eldridge shook his head. “That can wait. You said the draasin escaped.”

      Escaped, but not unharmed. Alena could tell that much, even if she couldn’t hear Sashi in her mind the way she had. “What would I say to him?”

      “He seeks answers. You were there.”

      “There, but I don’t know that I even understand,” she said. Was it coincidence that Volth knew her previous student? Not just knew, but had a relationship with her? Doubtful. Those sort of coincidences didn’t happen.

      “That’s why you must speak to him.”

      Alena turned away from the window and sighed. Oliver had left them alone in his room, giving them a chance to speak. She wondered if he sat somewhere else, listening to their conversation. He might be weak within the order, but he had a sharp mind and she wouldn’t put it past him to have come up with some way to use a wind shaping to his advantage.

      “You know what happened to her,” Alena said. “How am I supposed to explain that?”

      “He thought her dead,” Eldridge said. “We thought her dead, but if Oliver heard she lives, then I suspect it true.” He approached, his hands stuffed into his pockets. His eyes, always so sharp, made a point of fixing her with a heavy expression, almost as if chastising her. “You’ve heard the rumors about him?”

      She glanced over at Wyath. He rested on the cot, breathing slowly and steadily, his pale features relaxed. Thanks to what Volth had managed, he would live. “They are more than rumors.”

      “Yes,” Eldridge said. “Considering what we’ve seen, I think we can agree that they are more than rumors.”

      Alena sighed. The rumors about Volth were part of the reason she had been so against teaching him in the first place but probably why Cheneth had been so eager to assign him to her. He must have known even then. Stories of a warrior so powerful that he could destroy much of Rens and survive when others around him died. A man who could not die. Now she suspected she understood: the elementals had healed him, even if she didn’t know why.

      “Is he the right person for this work?” she asked.

      “Only the elementals can decide. If they chose him, they must know something that we don’t.”

      “Or they didn’t choose him. How do we know he’s not with Rens?” She wouldn’t put it past them to try to place someone with her, to use her bias toward the draasin against her. It was what she would do if she could figure out what they even wanted.

      “I’ve spoken to him. And I’ve spoken to Oliver.” The way he said the last made it clear that it was important. “Volth went to Rens thinking he would die. That he didn’t…”

      “I know.” She studied Wyath, wishing she understood. They knew there were other elementals. She spoke to fire and Eldridge to wind. Cheneth didn’t speak to any as far as she knew, but he had the knowledge necessary to tie them all together. There were others, but they were shielded from her, more to keep them safe than her.

      None had shown much talent with water. They needed the connection to water, and from what she’d seen with Volth, there was incredible strength to be had with such a connection. So many had died might have been saved had they a better connection.

      “When will he be ready to return?” Eldridge asked, nodding toward Wyath.

      “Not soon. We should let him rest a day or two. It would be good for him to be under the care of a healer for a few days.”

      “We don’t have a few days, and I don’t think we can risk leaving the barracks for that long, anyway. Wyath might be able to remain here”—and she could tell that he wasn’t convinced—“but we cannot. Volth needs to come with us.”

      “But?”

      “I’m not so sure that he will.”

      Alena sighed. “There’s another issue that we have to deal with when we return.” Eldridge arched his brow and waited. “Bayan saw what I had to do to keep Calan from killing the draasin. Before we left, I saw her with him.” Blast that woman if she said something and ruined everything they had been working on.

      “Then there’s even more reason for you to hurry back.”

      “Only me?”

      “I have”—he glanced out the window and sniffed softly—“other things that need to be done before I can leave. I will return as quickly as is safe.”

      “What of Volth?”

      Eldridge smiled. “Like I said, you need to speak to him.”

      “There’s nothing I can say to him that will help.”

      “Don’t be so certain. Sometimes explaining what you know is all that is needed. Think of what he’s gone through. What he’s going through. How much of this is completely new to him.”

      “Eldridge, it’s completely new to all of us. At least, those of us not in the college.”

      “Even those in the college don’t have all the answers.”

      “Cheneth seems to,” she said.

      Eldridge’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. He is capable, and he tells us what we need to know.”

      Alena stalked away from the window and stopped at the row of shelves containing Oliver’s books. Many looked no different than what she’d seen with Cheneth. If she didn’t know better, she would suspect Oliver to be one of the scholars rather than of the healer guild. “What we need to know or what he thinks we need to know?”

      “Are you doubting Cheneth now?”

      Alena bit back the first comment that came to her. She doubted Cheneth as much as she doubted the commander, and for nearly the same reason. Both men thought they knew what needed to happen and shared only what they felt necessary, yet neither man recognized how that affected those around them. The order was supposed to provide stability and strength to Ter, but it had been used as a hammer, crushing everything that opposed them.

      “I will go to him.”

      A flicker of movement caught her attention and she turned. Jasn separated from the shadows, wrapped in a dark cloak that covered him from head to foot. His eyes blazed with anger, and power burned from him.

      “There’s no need,” he said.

      Alena almost smiled. Volth had learned much in such a short time. She should be pleased—he was her student, after all—but she didn’t care for the fact that he’d managed to sneak up on her like that. “Warrior Volth,” she said. “I can see that you’ve mastered shielding yourself. That is good. When we return to the barracks, there are other lessons you will need to work on.”

      He flicked his gaze to Eldridge. Alena didn’t need to turn to know that Eldridge lounged near the window. She detected the steady and slow pulsing of his heart. Had he known, or had even he been surprised?

      “I will leave you to… talk.” Eldridge climbed through the window and stepped out on a shaping of wind, quickly disappearing.

      Alena turned her attention back to Jasn. He was a strong man, not only with physical strength but also with shaping. That had been evident from the beginning. The tales of what he’d done, how he’d gone into Rens—even the knowledge of what he’d done while there—gave him an air of darkness. The stories about him made him seem nearly as powerful as the commander. She’d seen that his ability was still raw, but there was potential if she could hone it. It all depended on what he chose to do with his talent.

      “How long have you known?” he asked. He stood at the edge of the light from the crackling hearth, shadows stretching over his face. Other than that, only his sword was visible, a flash of blackened silver that occasionally caught the light from the flames.

      “Known what?”

      He snorted and took a step toward her. There was a slight menace in the way he moved that hadn’t been there before, as if his return to Atenas had awoken a darkness inside him. Maybe that wasn’t it at all. If he was close to her student, he might resent her, blaming her for what had happened.

      Alena slowly readied a shaping. Volth might be a strong shaper, but she had learned from the very best shapers, and not all from Ter. That training had given her experience and had also taught her the ways to mask her shaping. She might have nothing to fear from him, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t be ready.

      “Do you know who she was to me?” he asked.

      “I didn’t. Now I do.”

      He stepped forward, the shadows slipping from his face, stretching slowly as if forced away. “What happened to her?” His voice went soft with the question, and the pain—the hurt—was still raw as he asked.

      Alena took a breath and shook her head. “I don’t know that I can answer, not entirely. All who come to the barracks are screened.”

      “By whom?”

      “The scholars, mostly. They decide whether a student has the potential…” She hesitated, not certain how much to explain.

      “Whether they can reach the elementals?”

      Alena tipped her head in a nod. “The barracks are designed to train hunters, to teach about the draasin so that we can know how better to attack.”

      “What of Calan? Thenas?”

      “Calan was one of the first instructors, brought in by the commander himself when the barracks were founded over a decade ago.”

      “That would be before Lachen.”

      Volth said the name so casually that she knew there was more history between the two men than she had suspected. That would be another thing she would need to learn. “Before him, yes,” Alena agreed. “Commander Nolan saw to the creation of the barracks. Calan and Wyath were among the first. There were others, nearly a half dozen, chosen for their proven ability with the draasin. Many died in the beginning. Those who survived… They became the instructors.”

      “So is the intent of the barracks to hunt the draasin or not?”

      “For some. Not for others.”

      “That’s no kind of answer.”

      “It’s all I have,” Alena said. “It’s not as simple as you would like it to be. When the Cheneth found out about the barracks, he took the opportunity to learn, and over time—”

      “Over time, he took over.”

      Alena nodded.

      Jasn started pacing and made his way to the window. “You said most are screened by the scholars. Why is that?”

      “You know why that is.”

      “I wasn’t screened. Lachen brought me to the barracks.”

      “Yes. Why do you think I was so reluctant to work with you?”

      He turned back to her, one hand resting on the windowsill, the other slipping under his cloak and resting on the hilt of his sword. “I thought you had heard stories about me.”

      “I had.”

      He nodded. “What you’ve heard is likely true.”

      “That you’ve destroyed entire villages by yourself? That you have survived where everyone around you has died?”

      “I failed when everyone succeeded,” he said, “but yes.”

      “Why did you want to die?”

      “How are you so certain I don’t still want that?”

      “I’ve seen you. When you were with me in the waste, there was a vibrancy to you. I hadn’t seen it before, but it was there. Then when you found Calan’s student with the draasin, you came alive again. There might have been a desire within you to die, but I’m not so certain it’s still there.”

      Jasn sat on the window. His gaze turned to the door. “Oliver tells me that you know that Katya lives.”

      Katya. That hadn’t been the name she’d gone by when she was in the barracks, but it suited her. Back then, Alena had known her as Issa. She had been a talented shaper, in many ways much more skilled than what Volth had demonstrated, and the darkness that Alena had caught hints of from him was much stronger in her as well. “I don’t know what happened with her, only that she should not have survived.”

      Jasn stared at her for a long moment. “Tell me what you know.”

      Alena considered how to answer. What he wanted to know about Issa would be more than she could explain, but there might be something she could do that would bring him the closure he wanted. Doing so delayed her going to the draasin. But if Cheneth was right—and the damned man often was—they needed Volth. Could she really leave without knowing he’d come with her?

      “Come with me and I’ll show you.”
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        The earliest days of the war between Ter and Rens consisted of intense fighting. On my travels, I see evidence for this everywhere. From the husks of cities long gone, to the burned away landscape that no longer sustains life, all suffered because of the endless war. Even now, with the war easing and the fighters of Rens fading from the front, their remains this divide.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Burned husks of trees rose from the ground like the fingers of some sort of giant trying to crawl his way free in a massive clearing. The ground between the edges of the forest was scorched as well, leaving fading ash and the residual hint of char that lingered long after the flames had been extinguished. Alena hadn’t been here in months.

      “Where are we?” Jasn asked.

      She looked around, thinking of all the times she’d practiced fire shaping here. This had been a safe place then, even with the draasin chained as they were. The connection to the draasin had given her more gifts than she ever would have expected, helping her understand the way fire could be used, guiding her so that her shapings were more finely tuned. The draasin had proven to be teachers unlike any she’d ever had in Atenas.

      “This is—was,” she said, catching herself, “a place called Sanash.” The word had many meanings in the old tongue, but what it really meant was fire.

      “What is it for?” He trailed one hand along what had been a towering oak but was now only a tall, burned-out reminder of the forest that had been here.

      “A place to learn, to understand fire.”

      He let go of the branch and looked over at her, his brow knitted tightly. “Do you think such places are necessary? Rens can teach all that we need about fire.”

      Alena sighed. She doubted that she had spent nearly as much time in Rens as Jasn, but the time that she had spent let her know the people there were not to blame. They wanted peace, no different than the people of Ter. “Rens has taught you hatred. That is all.”

      “You don’t believe that Rens should be attacked?” he asked. “It’s not only the draasin, but you sympathize with the people as well?”

      It was a dangerous line of questioning, especially given the connection she suspected between Jasn and the commander. “I think the original reason has changed,” she said carefully.

      He moved to another burned tree, the bark blackened and almost shiny. Many of the trees here had hardened, augmented by earth to counter the fire as they studied and learned how best to use the element. This was where the draasin had first taught them how to use stone infused with earth and how it could create the chains that would hold the creatures.

      “The reason? They sent the draasin to attack. Was that not reason for us to fight back?”

      “Do you still believe that after everything you’ve learned?”

      Jasn turned away without answering. As he wandered to the next tree and traced his fingers along it, she wondered what he sensed, what he might be reaching for. She detected the faint trail of his shaping, even if she wasn’t certain what he did. He had learned much from his time in the barracks, even as she’d tried not to teach him.

      “Why did you bring me to this place?” He paused and placed both hands on one of the trunks. With a surge of earth shaping, he pushed it down. “I can sense her here, you know? Did you want to torment me?”

      “You wanted to know what happened. This was where we were. Sanash hasn’t been used since… since the accident.”

      “How did it happen?” He turned toward her, pain twisting his face. His eyes caught beneath the shadows slipping through the clouds overhead. “How did Katya disappear?”

      Alena took a step toward him. She should not be hesitant, not with him, not when he needed to know what had happened. And what had happened to Issa had troubled her. She tried to suppress that fact, but she wasn’t strong enough to ignore the way it bothered her.

      “She wasn’t Katya to me,” she began. “She went by Issa. We—I—used this place as a way to learn, keeping the draasin away from the deep part of the forest. Here they could fly, even chained, and attack.” She pointed to the trees around them and remembered the way the draasin would soar, hovering just above the tops of the trees, waiting for her to shape stone to demonstrate how she could counter the effect of fire. At first, she hadn’t known why the draasin would teach her how to defend against fire, but over time it began to make sense. If she could learn fire’s weakness, she could understand how to prepare for it. In some ways, using earth and water to protect against draasin fire had made her a much better shaper of all the elements.

      “Issa?” Jasn said the name as if he’d heard it before. “Did she train with you here?”

      “This was my place,” she said. “It was where I learned. Where I spoke to the draasin openly. She followed me here.”

      Jasn made his way to another trunk. With a shaping of earth, he pushed it down. It fell with a soft thud, the earth-infused husk of tree still solid in spite of the fire that had raged through here, a fire that had blazed brightly and hot, with energy unlike any that Alena had ever seen.

      “What happened then?”

      Alena closed her eyes, remembering how the draasin had soared, the chain hanging from his neck as he glided above the trees. Flames spewed from his mouth and Alena pushed back against them. It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

      “Issa, your Katya, followed me. In some ways, she was much like you. She wanted answers and was impatient, pressing to learn specific shapings. When they didn’t come as easily as she wanted, she grew frustrated. I don’t think that she cared for my teaching style, but much like he did with you, Cheneth assigned her to me.”

      Jasn stared at her. “Could she speak to the elementals?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s the point of the screening, isn’t it? The scholars—well, Cheneth at least—are searching for those with the ability to speak to elementals.”

      “That is a part of it,” she said, “but there is more. I am probably not the one to explain it to you.”

      “Because you’ve explained so much already?” he asked, annoyance plain in the question.

      “No, because there is much that I don’t understand.” That was changing—Alena could feel that changing—but not quickly enough.

      Jasn made a track through the remaining trees, circling along the edge of the forest. Was this what Eldridge had wanted of her? Did he expect she would somehow convince Volth that he should return to the barracks when his connection to the commander made that unlikely? Now that she knew about his ties to Issa, she doubted even more that he would return.

      “Tell me,” he said, pausing about twenty paces from her, staring into the forest.

      His eyes had a faraway look to them, as if he were listening to sounds she couldn’t hear. Did he hear the call of the elementals? Some streams ran through here—that was part of the reason the draasin had suggested she use this place—and there might be water elementals within, but it was just as likely that he considered a way to attack, or to leave. Either would be likely.

      “What does the commander know of the barracks?”

      Not Lachen this time, Alena noted. “I’m unsure of the commander’s knowledge. The barracks were founded by his predecessor, a response to the draasin attack.”

      “Does he know you can speak to the draasin?”

      Alena hesitated before answering. Jasn had ties to the commander, so whatever she told him had the potential to get back to Lachen, but if she didn’t speak openly, it was possible that Jasn wouldn’t return to the barracks. They needed his connection to water. It was one elemental that had been difficult for them to reach so far.

      “I don’t think so,” she answered, settling on honesty.

      He nodded as if expecting that. “Cheneth keeps it from him?”

      “Cheneth keeps his own counsel,” she said. “He might be one of the scholars and shares with them, but he is also more than one of the scholars.”

      She didn’t fully understand how, or what it meant, but Cheneth was not a simple shaper. Though neither was Eldridge. At least with Eldridge, she understood that his connection to the wind tied him to their cause, but she had no such sense with Cheneth. As far as she knew, he had no ability to speak to the elementals, nothing that would explain his support for them other than a scholarly interest.

      “Lachen said something to me,” Jasn said, turning away from the forest. He shivered slightly. “He told me that there was power stirring in the darkness. Do you know what that means?”

      She shrugged. “He could mean the elementals. They are more active than they have ever been before. There is a reason they reach for connections to shapers when they never have before.”

      “Are you so certain that they never have?” Jasn asked.

      “We would have heard. We would have known.”

      “Like with Rens?”

      “Rens is different. They don’t speak to them.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      She closed her eyes, thinking of Sashi, hoping the draasin was unharmed. “Because they told me.” Alena took a deep breath, feeling the warmth of the sun on her skin. “We would have known if Rens spoke to them. Whatever they used in their attack was different.”

      Jasn frowned. “It seems to me that we might not have known,” he said. “Who would believe if you said that you spoke to the draasin? Most in Ter, and especially in Atenas, think the draasin are more like wild creatures. Powerful and deadly, but no brighter than your average wolf.”

      Alena snorted. “They’re probably smarter than you and me.”

      Jasn tipped his head to the side as he considered the comment. “Even more reason to fear them, wouldn’t you say?”

      “They don’t want to harm us,” she said, stepping toward him. This was something he had to understand. If he was going to be useful to them, if he was going to work and learn in the barracks, he had to understand the draasin. Otherwise, he would be no different than Calan and his students. “They have tried to help us understand the elementals. They want to speak to us. For some reason, they need to speak to us.”

      Jasn watched her for a moment. “It seems they have harmed many of the order already. How can you claim they don’t want to?”

      Alena could feel the distant connection to the draasin remaining in the barracks as it crawled at the back of her mind. There was darkness and pain there, but she also detected the interest the draasin had in reaching her.

      “They fight, and they hunt, but they fear something. They need us, and I don’t quite know why.”

      “Need us for what?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. And it frightens me.”
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        It has been asked how Rens continues to oppose Ter. The answer, from what I have seen, is that Rens itself no longer leads the resistance to the war. Other fighters, those who have discovered the secret for controlling the draasin, sustain the war. It is a dangerous game they play, and one where more than either Ter or Rens will suffer.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The air whistled in Ciara’s ears, reminding her of when she’d fallen from the side of the rock. It was hot and gusted past the draasin’s dark scales, off the massive spikes protruding from its back, leaving thin streamers of mist in the air. Ciara clutched one of the spikes, not knowing what else to do.

      Somehow, she still held her j’na. It had caught between her and the draasin, and her chest pressed against the long length of carved wood, pushing painfully. She shifted one of her hands and grabbed the middle of the spear, pulling it to the side, where it settled between a pair of spikes.

      She turned her head and nearly vomited. The ground was impossibly far below, nothing more than a streak of reddish brown, with occasional flashes of color. She couldn’t tell which direction they flew and ducked her head to keep her gorge down.

      “Please,” she begged softly, “bring me back down.” The words caught in the wind and were blown away, disappearing like nothing more than a sigh.

      The draasin streaked through the air, at one point tilting as it flew, the massive wings beating at the air, sending her clutching at the spikes again, determined to hang on. If she lost her grip, she’d drop to the ground, and she doubted there would be anything any magical lizard could do to help her then.

      After what seemed an eternity, the draasin began to descend. They circled a few times, moving ever more slowly before settling to the ground with another burst of wind, this time mixed with a spray of dust and what felt like water.

      Ciara trembled against the draasin’s side, afraid to even move. As the draasin lowered its head and waited, she lifted her j’na and climbed from its back, dropping to the ground.

      Was this where her people had gone? Had the draasin brought her here to find them?

      But this didn’t seem a place where they could have been taken. Lush grass grabbed at her feet. Not cracked and browned, but fresh and vibrant. She took a hesitant step away from the draasin, each step feeling like walking on mud, but softer and more pleasant. Once she moved away from the draasin, the air had a pleasant scent to it: none of the hot, bitter smell of dust and dirt that she was accustomed to smelling so close to the waste.

      A cool breeze swept around her, brushing back her hair and carrying the taste of salt. Ciara stood motionless with her eyes closed, letting the wind play around her shoulders, tugging on her hair and sliding through her elouf. When she shivered, she opened her eyes.

      The draasin had gone. It circled overhead, flying in a dark spiral before moving off toward the west.

      She was left alone.

      She shivered again, this time not because of the cool nip to the air.

      A series of questions raced through her mind, none with answers.

      What had happened? Her father claimed they had summoned the draasin, but if they had, then why had it not remained? Where had it brought her? How would she ever manage to make it home? And where were the rest of her people?

      More than she ever had while stranded on the waste, Ciara felt alone.

      “What have we here?”

      Ciara spun, raising her j’na and preparing to throw it. A tall man appeared before her, covered in long, flowing robes that seemed woven of the hides of strange animals, stripes of silvers and browns meeting in long, ornate seams. He had a bald head and dark skin and stood barely a dozen paces from her.

      How had he approached without her knowing?

      Maybe it was the shadow man. She had assumed she hadn’t sensed his heartbeat because she’d been disconnected from water, the dry and hot air diminishing her ability to sense, but now she doubted that was the case at all.

      She focused on water, listening for the connection, reaching for the way water pulsed within this man. It was faint and slow, but the sense was there, a steady and distinct rhythm. Ciara found herself relaxing but held the j’na on her shoulder, ready to throw.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      The man tipped his head, studying her as he did. “I would think the question should be mine to ask. You arrive near my home, dressed like that and holding a weapon aimed at me.” His words had the sharp edge of an accent, fast and clipped. He glanced at the sky, his eyes widening as he caught the fading shadow of the draasin. “You are a rider.”

      “A what?”

      He looked back to her. His eyes were a deep brown, the color of the wet rock that she so rarely saw in her part of Rens. “Are you not? Is that not why you’ve come?”

      Ciara couldn’t decide if he sounded interested or scared. She glanced toward the sky, looking to see what he might have meant, but saw nothing. The draasin had disappeared, leaving her stranded with this strange man and feeling a rising uncertainty. Should she summon the draasin again? She had her j’na and she remembered the way her father had tapped the spear into the ground, the flash of light and the steady drawing of power that came with it, but what if it didn’t work here? What if the summons only worked in the desert, near where the draasin could be found?

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” she answered softly. She lowered her j’na; she wasn’t going to attack this man, not without knowing where she was and what she might find. Besides, water sensing told her she wasn’t alone, that there were others nearby. Even were she to attack, it was likely she would be overrun by whomever this man was with. “The draasin brought me here.”

      He turned toward the sky, which was full of thick, white clouds that actually blotted out the sun, staring for long moments and saying nothing. When he finally did speak, he didn’t take his eyes off the sky. “Fire. You speak to it, yes?”

      Did he think she could actually speak to the draasin? Her father had shown her some of how he called to them, but that was different, wasn’t it? “I don’t speak to it.”

      “You must speak to fire. Otherwise, how would you ride?”

      “I don’t know what I did.”

      His gaze jumped to her j’na. “You must know something. You come by fire.”

      She looked at the draasin glass, not sure what to say. “I don’t know how I came here.”

      The man crossed his hands beneath his belly, tucking his hands into his sleeves. “If you are not a rider, how are you here?”

      Ciara looked around. Trees taller than some of the rock formations scattered throughout her part of Rens rose in the distance. The strange, soft grass stretched all around, sweeping in gentle rises, some growing much taller. Yellow flowers bloomed in some places, and she recognized their fragrance on the wind that carried with it the hint of salt. In the distance, she felt water so massive that she thought she must be imagining it.

      “I search for my people,” she answered.

      The man frowned and then glanced to the sky. “Your people will not be found here, Rider.”

      “Where am I?” she asked, not looking back at the strange man. The draasin had brought her here, and if what her father said about them was true, that they were powerful and intelligent creatures of light, creatures that battled against the darkness, then the draasin must have had a reason, hadn’t it? But why, when this was so far from anyplace she’d ever been, and so different than anything she could ever have imagined?

      “Where?” the man repeated. “You do not recognize these lands?”

      Ciara shook her head. There were stories about places like this. Old Rens was said to once have been a lush land much like this, a place where water ran in wide rivers through the old cities, where trees much like she saw in the distance grew tall and proud, and where life flourished. That had been long ago, before the war, before the cities were built, before her people struggled with each day, begging the Stormbringer for the rains that brought life to the desert. That had been a time before the nya’shin, when her people had thrived. So much had changed, and so much had been lost.

      “I’ve never seen anything like them,” she said. “But they are beautiful.”

      “You have only been here moments and you think the lands of Tsanth beautiful?” He tipped his head. “If beauty will hold back fire…” he started before shaking his head and clenching his jaw. “You have seen nothing, Rider. Let me show you beautiful. Let me show you why you should not harm us.”

      The man started away from her before Ciara could object and tell him she had no interest in harming anyone, heading through the grass toward a trail that Ciara couldn’t see. The man seemed to know where it was intuitively and weaved through grasses that rose ever higher, quickly reaching above her shoulder and then above her head. A narrow space was worked between the grasses, wide enough for her to walk, and she followed, fearful of losing him. If she did, she doubted she would find her way back. These tall grasses were so high that she could easily imagine wandering for days, losing herself as she struggled to find her way free.

      Yet as she walked, she had the sense of something. There was a strange warmth to the air that lingered where they walked. It eased if she stepped off the trail, only to return when she came back to it. Ciara could almost close her eyes and sense her way along, not by the sense of water but by the warmth she detected.

      At one point, she bumped into the man as she followed him. He glanced back and smiled at her.

      “Where are we going?” Ciara asked.

      “You would learn of Tsanth? Is that not why you came? Or did you come for another reason?” He looked to the sky again and made a motion with his hands.

      “What is Tsanth?”

      “Is that not why you’ve come?”

      He had a strange way of speaking. Not only the clipped and rapid way he asked questions, but the smile that punctuated everything he said. He continued forward, leading her as he walked, and she realized heat radiated from him as well.

      “I came…” she started, but was unsure why she had come. Fas was hurt. The summons of her father using his j’na. And the draasin. Hadn’t she come to find the rest of her people, those taken before her return? Wasn’t that why he had summoned the draasin? “The draasin brought me here.”

      “Brought you, but perhaps you still can choose for yourself.”

      The man went onward, and the grasses began to change, no longer quite as high or as thick, but the trail of heat she sensed, for some reason, didn’t change. He weaved through the grasses, and as they began to thin and lead away from the taller grasses and the bright yellow flowers, she noted another trail, one tamped down by feet over time.

      She realized they neared the trees. At first, she thought he might lead her into them, and she wasn’t sure how she would feel about that. She’d never seen trees as tall as those that grew here, high enough that they could scrape the belly of the draasin as it soared overhead, but the man turned away from them and continued to march along the edge of the denser grass. Mixed with the heat that Ciara noted was a sense of water. It was different even than the massive source she detected. Ciara couldn’t believe such stores existed and suspected that something about these lands had twisted her ability to detect water.

      They topped a small rise about the same time Ciara began to feel the earliest hint of thirst. Again, she walked without a water skin. It was much like when she had wandered through the waste without water, but then, it had been an accident. This time, she had traveled without even bringing one along.

      And it was not only the waterskin that she missed, but the heat as well. Her thin elouf—normally perfect for keeping her cool in the heat of the desert—allowed the cold wind to penetrate easily. She shivered against the cold, wishing for something more, perhaps something like the man’s hide cloak, but she was nya’shin. She could handle the change in temperature and would be fine.

      As the ground sloped away, she saw buildings in the distance. Water was there, somewhere at the heart of the buildings, enough to sustain a village. Not only a source of water, but a stream, an actual wide stream that flowed toward the buildings so that they sprawled out and around the water.

      She hadn’t realized that she stopped until the man grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her forward.

      “This is why you have come, yes?” he said, nodding to the village. “K’ral. My home. The people are kind, much like me. You will see. They will not harm fire. Fire must not harm K’ral.”

      As they neared the buildings, the sense of water all around her became overwhelming. She was accustomed to only the faintest amounts of it. After the rains, she might detect more, perhaps enough to tug at her senses and make it difficult to focus on the people of the village, but never enough to fully obscure the village. The water that she sensed below overwhelmed her, making it difficult for her to focus on anything else.

      Mixed into it, though, was the strange awareness of the heat rising from the trail she followed. Why should she notice something like that? What did it mean for her that she did?

      Probably nothing. These lands were so different from Rens, different enough that she might simply be imagining the change in temperature coming off them.

      Ciara stopped about a hundred feet from the outer buildings. She didn’t need water sensing to know that countless others were down in the village, more than were in her village. “I should not be here,” she said. “Let me return—”

      “Return?” the man said. “You will go for the draasin now?” His voice quavered as he spoke.

      “Not the draasin,” Ciara said. “All I want is—”

      “I know what you want, Rider. Now we must see if we can convince you otherwise.”

      “But I’m not a rider,” Ciara said, chasing after the man.

      He glanced back. “I watched as you descended. You are a rider, or you are a rider.”

      What was this about? Why had the draasin brought her here?

      And it had brought her to this place, almost as if it wanted her to be a part of… whatever it was that happened here.

      At the edge of the village, others joined the man. He spoke quickly, his hands waving about as he did, and pointed in her direction. Ciara watched for a moment and then started toward the village.

      Ciara approached the village warily. The man stood in the middle of a group of others, each dressed in heavy robes that were much the same. The men had shaved heads while the two women she saw each had long braids hanging to the middle of their backs. They paid no attention to her until she was only a few steps away.

      The man turned to her and gave her a serious nod. “This is the rider,” he said to the others.

      One of the women stepped forward, moving hesitantly. Why did she walk so carefully around her? Ciara might have ridden here on the draasin, but that didn’t make her a rider, regardless of what the man thought.

      “You have come to K’ral?” the woman asked carefully. She gripped the waist of her robe and glanced over at the others waiting back by the man.

      “I am Ciara S’shala,” she said.

      “Where is your draasin?” the woman asked.

      “I don’t—” She looked to the man, wondering what he might have told them. If she was to be a rider, if that was what they expected of her, what would happen if she proved she was not? Hadn’t the draasin brought her here? But why? What purpose would there be in bringing her to lands so far from those she knew, so different from her home? Hadn’t her people lost enough already?

      “He hunts,” she said. Let them think her a rider. Let them believe it to be true.

      The woman’s eyes widened. “You loosed the draasin to hunt in Tsanth?”

      Ciara realized that she should have been more careful. “I don’t control where the draasin hunts,” she said. At least that much was true.

      “But you are its rider!”

      Ciara considered what she should say. If she let them continue to believe she was some sort of draasin rider, she might never learn the reason she’d been brought here. There had to be a reason the draasin thought it necessary.

      The woman pinched her lips together as she studied Ciara and then turned toward the others. They simply stood and watched, saying nothing. “You would allow this?” the woman asked.

      Ciara wondered to whom she spoke, but then the circle of people parted and a short woman stepped forward. She wore a dress striped with bright colors, each stripe a different shade, and carried a slender staff with her. Ciara’s eyes widened as she realized the carvings on the woman’s staff resembled those of a j’na. No osidan tipped it, but the carving was much like what her father had made on her own.

      “She is of Rens,” the woman said. She was older, and age had bent her back. Filmy eyes somehow managed to fix Ciara with a hard expression, as if she still saw her.

      “I am of Rens,” she agreed.

      “Why would you come to us, Rider of Rens? Have your people not taken enough from Tsanth?”

      “My people?” Ciara asked. “We take nothing. We struggle to survive, and—”

      “The Riders. They have taken. And now you return. Bold, this one is,” the woman said, turning to the others with her. “She comes without her draasin, as if she were able to call upon fire herself, but none of Rens call fire. For what her people have done, we should stake her. Leave the remains for the draasin to find. That would be a just sentence.”

      Ciara struggled with finding an answer. Hadn’t the man promised that K’ral would treat her well? “My people have done nothing.”

      The old woman scanned the sky as if seeing something there that others could not. “Nothing? Tsanth once was a proud land. Now we fear. Riders are to blame.”

      She turned her back on Ciara, and as the others approached with thick ropes now in hand, she didn’t have the strength to resist as they restrained her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          14

        

        
          Ciara

        

      

    
    
      
        
        They were called the Wise. Men and Women connected in some way to the elementals, though primarily to the draasin. They were known to ride the draasin but did not control them. The college was never able to ascertain whether the Wise could speak to them, but suspected they had some form of communication. Before the attack on Rens, they disappeared.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Night had come and, with it, cold unlike anything Ciara had ever experienced. She shivered, her arms straining against the ropes binding her to the post, but she could move. The thin fabric of her elouf, so perfect in Rens, did nothing to protect her here. Her j’na was speared into the ground, tip first, only a few paces from her, as if taunting her.

      The woman—the leader of the town—had not spoken to her again, leaving her to her fate and to struggle against the cold and darkness. It was the darkness that bothered her the most.

      Ciara felt her head grow heavy. After surviving all she had, for her to die this way, out here, so far from home without understanding why? Why would the Stormbringer do this to her? She had been nothing if not a faithful servant, listening for water, helping her people. She had risked crossing the waste for her people and had nearly died. Now, for the draasin to bring her here and for the draasin to be the reason she would die, it seemed a cruel fate.

      Her father would never know what happened. Perhaps it was best that he should think on her with pride and believe she had ridden the draasin and she might somehow find help for the people rather than death. But he would live, thinking that help was coming, that she would find a way to rescue those lost. Instead, she would die here in lands surrounded by more water than she had ever sensed.

      The sense of the K’ral was distant. She’d been strapped to this post too long already and had nothing to drink all day, pulling her from her connection to water. She felt it within her, but it was a weak sensation, only from her pulse threading along.

      In spite of the cold, she detected a streamer of heat much like she had earlier in the day when she’d followed the man toward the village. Ciara didn’t know what she sensed or how she could sense it, but it tugged at her distantly.

      Her eyes dipped closed again.

      Flashes of color came to her as she slept, deep greens and orange that hovered at the edge of her vision. She had no true dreams, nothing like the memories of her mother and dead brother that used to haunt her, but still she rested.

      After a while, she came around again. The strange green light shimmered distantly, as if the dream had burned itself into the back of her mind, leaving her with memories of fading light.

      Ciara lifted her head. The cold had left her numb, she no longer felt her hands, and her legs were like stone weights threatening to pull her down, but the ropes bound around her wrists held her in place, keeping her from sagging to the ground.

      The distant green changed, steadily growing brighter.

      She shivered, this time for a different reason. The color reminded her of what she’d seen when she followed the shadow man across the waste, before she’d decided to return to her people.

      Green light flashed brighter and then faded suddenly, leaving her in darkness so bleak, she couldn’t even see herself.

      “I could free you,” a voice called from the darkness.

      Ciara trembled, recognizing the shadow man. How had she ever found that cold voice welcoming? “I will be free soon enough.”

      There came a steady laughter, dark and painful, sounding like the tearing of roots from rock. “You could be so strong, Ciara S’shala. The potential is within you; I sense it.”

      “You think I am not strong enough already?” She was nya’shin. Regardless of what happened to her, she had already proven herself to her people.

      Laughter came again. The darkness changed and the shadow man stepped forward, a blanket of night unfolding toward her. Somehow, she could see the deep smile etched into his face and the way his eyes looked her over, surveying her with amusement shining within them.

      “You are strong. Otherwise, I never would have come.” A hand darker than the night reached toward her, and she felt it brush her cheek. She jerked her head back and slammed it into the post holding her. “You are without your spear this time. It is a shame, but at least I can touch you.”

      Ciara tried kicking, but her legs didn’t work as they should and she thrashed uselessly, only her torso trembling, as if she were nothing more than a snake trying to find its way back to the shade. “What do you want with me? Why have you come to harass me?”

      “Harass? Ah, Ciara S’shala,” he said, holding her name strangely on his lips before it released into the wind, “I think you are mistaken. I would see you find strength. I would see your people restored to the power they possessed when they worshipped me. You, who should be so much more, can learn. Is that not what you have always wanted?” He reached toward her again.

      This time, Ciara couldn’t move. Her body was frozen and all she could think about was the way his touch sent ice shooting through her. The night already left her cold, but his touch was different, painful, in a way she had never imagined.

      As he leaned toward her, she imagined his breath in her ear, a sound like nails scratching at rock.

      “You continue to refuse the offer. Your people once sought the night, but now you think to pursue the sun. You have lost so much that should be yours.”

      Ciara turned toward his voice, searching for eyes that weren’t really there. “Why do you care? Let me die here, away from my people!”

      “Ah, Ciara S’shala.” Again, he said her name in such a way that made it seem like he tried to claim it, to possess it, before the words caught the wind and blew into the night. “You will not die. I have seen greatness for you, but you must embrace it.”

      He leaned toward her again, and cold surged in her veins, slowing her heart. “In time, you will see.”

      She shivered again. It took all the strength she could summon to form her next words. “Leave me,” she managed to whisper.

      The shadow man laughed again. Cold seeped into her, slowly and unrelentingly.

      Ciara wished for the warmth she had sensed earlier, praying that the Stormbringer could bring her even a hint of that comfort.

      The wind shifted and gusted from the west. With it came a momentary warmth, enough to remind Ciara of the desert and the sun and the heat of her home. She gasped with it and held it within her.

      The shadow man laughed again and reached toward her, but she jerked back and away. This time, his touch missed her. He leaned in, and then withdrew. As he withdrew, so did the darkness, like a fog receding. His laughter trailed behind him, leaving her with only a memory of it.

      For long moments, she couldn’t breathe, not daring to release the warmth that had come on the wind, the warmth that had reminded her of Rens, of home, and of the reason she had risked summoning the draasin.

      The wind shifted again, this time blowing away from her, catching the easterly cold once more, tearing at her elouf as it bit her skin. Ciara shivered.

      At least the shadow man had left her. Now would death claim her?

      She tried to sleep, to drift, hoping she would fade from there, but sleep would not come again. Her mind raced, thinking of the shadow man and what he might be, and the battle between light and dark that priests had once told her father about, but eventually that faded, leaving her with nothing.

      After a while, the sky began to change, and she wondered if the strange green light on the horizon would return. She’d seen it twice before, and each time it had come with the shadow man. Ciara didn’t think she’d be able to survive him again.

      Streaks of orange and faint red touched the distant sky. Not the shadow man, but the coming of another day. Her arms ached where the ropes held her, and her legs no longer supported her, leaving her to sag toward the ground, nothing but heavy weight that pulled her down. With the coming light, the tall green grasses became visible, and she saw the way water formed on the leaves. Had there been rain and she’d missed it? How would the grasses have so much water?

      Even with all that water, she had no sense of it, as if there was no water around her. She felt nothing; cold and empty.

      But not even cold. The wind still swirled around her, pulling at her elouf and sending it slapping at her wildly, but she had no sense of it, as if her skin had been deadened by time spent strapped to the post. Only the strange pull of warmth running through the grasses was different.

      If she could only reach her j’na. She might be able to pry it from the ground, tip the draasin glass end up so that she could use the sharp edge to cut her bindings, but it was too far from her. Were her legs to work, she still wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      Footsteps pressed softly, coming toward her slowly and steadily. Ciara didn’t even have the strength to lift her head to see which of her tormentors had come.

      “You remain in spite of the night.”

      She recognized the voice. It was the man who had brought her to K’ral, claiming that the people would welcome her. Had she known what was to happen, would she have said something different? Could she have said anything that might have kept them from setting her out in the night like this?

      The man took a few more steps. The ground crunched softly beneath his feet with each one. “You are a rider. Do you not welcome the night?”

      Ciara turned so that she could see him but was able to see only his feet and the bottom of his robe. He stood a few steps from her, next to her j’na.

      “I hate the night.” Her voice came out hoarse. She needed a drink but doubted they would offer her anything. Maybe it was time that she died, return to her mother and brother, reuniting her family… but no. She couldn’t think like that. She would return and help her people.

      The man slid forward another step. “How can the rider hate the night?”

      There was something to the question, but Ciara’s mind wasn’t working as it should. “Cold comes at night,” she said. “Shadows come.”

      The man said nothing, and for a while, Ciara thought he might leave her. She would welcome the solitude.

      “Did shadows come last night?”

      “They came. I refused to answer. You can tell the shadow man that he will not have me.”

      The K’ral man took another step and now was standing directly in front of her. He smelled of grass and damp earth, neither of which was unpleasant, but both so foreign to her. This close, she could sense the way his heart fluttered.

      “What did you say?” he whispered.

      Ciara breathed out and debated whether she would give him the satisfaction of hearing it again. The man leaned in, and in that way, he reminded her of the shadow man. “Get away from me. I told him he can’t have me, and neither will you.”

      The man reached for her arm. Ciara pulled on the ropes, straining to get away from him, the memory of the shadow man’s touch too much for her. She didn’t think she could stomach that cold returning.

      The ropes holding her left wrist fell away, and she started to fall. Those holding her right wrist were cut, and she dropped. The man caught her and lowered her to the ground more gently than Ciara would have expected.

      Rather than cold, his hands burned where they touched, so warm that they were nearly hot, reminding her of the way the sun baked the rock. When he let her go, the imprint of his warmth remained, leaving her skin tingling.

      “You are not of the dark,” he said to her, backing away so that he could look at her.

      Ciara blinked and slowly looked up. “I am from Rens,” she said. “There’s nothing but heat and desert.”

      “That is not Rens,” he said.

      She laughed bitterly. Wetness from the water coating the blades of grass soaked into her elouf, leaving it damp. She shivered against the cold, somehow more uncomfortable than she’d been, but at least she felt something. When she’d been suspended from the post, she had gone numb, leaving her without any sense of herself. Now pain shot through her. Her arms burned where the rope had been, and her sides ached.

      Ciara focused on the burning in her arms. At least there was warmth there. As she focused, it spread, working through her, being pulled along through her veins, gradually reaching her stomach and then making its way to her feet. She sighed softly.

      “What do you know of Rens?” she asked. “You live in wetlands, surrounded by water and life. You know nothing of the struggle to survive.”

      “Nothing?” the man said. “We have chosen these lands to survive. The draasin do not bother us here, and your riders have not found us. These are good lands, a place where we can survive, but they were not always ours.”

      “They are not my riders,” Ciara said, her head sagging back to her chest. What did it matter if this man thought the draasin riders that attacked his people were hers? He believed that she was a rider, and she had only managed to summon the draasin once. That didn’t make her a rider, did it?

      Had her people attacked those of this man? Were they to blame? She knew only of the reason the people of Rens had moved deeper into the desert, about how the shapers of Ter attacked, relentlessly fighting along the border, pushing their people away, but what if there was more to it? Hadn’t she seen her father use his j’na to calm the draasin when the village had been attacked? Hadn’t she used her j’na to summon the draasin? Maybe the people of Rens had attacked here.

      The man scooted toward her, close enough that she felt the heat radiating from him. “You are of Rens. That is what you said.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “But you fear the shadows.”

      It was a statement, and one that Ciara once would have found strange, but after meeting the shadow man and after learning of the way he attempted to draw her, as if summoning her to him, she no longer found the question strange. “We have always feared the night and what comes with it.”

      Ciara and the people of the village knew what prowled in the night. Dangerous creatures, lizards and fox, came out at night to hunt. All had eyesight much better than theirs. Fear of the night had kept her people alive.

      But that fear stemmed from more than only those creatures. It came from the strange, shifting shadows that moved in the darkness, shadows that none wanted to face alone. It was the reason the nya’shin brought fire with them and made certain not to camp in the open. Was that not the same?

      Had she not seen the shadow man, she might not have understood, but he had a darkness, a cold power, that she believed.

      How much had the priests really known?

      “Why did you come here?” the man asked.

      Ciara sighed. She didn’t know why the draasin had brought her here. “It was not my choice. I summoned one of the draasin and it brought me to your lands.”

      “Then you are a rider.”

      Ciara looked up and brushed a strand of dark hair away from her face. “I have ridden, but that doesn’t make me a rider.”

      He narrowed his dark eyes, a crease over his nose deepening as he did. “You didn’t choose to come here?”

      Ciara sniffed. “Choose? Why would I choose to come and risk myself? You think I would choose to leave my home, travel to lands so welcoming,” she said bitterly, “and be taunted by the darkness while strapped to this post? Yes, that is exactly what I would choose.”

      “But you are of Rens,” the man said again.

      “You keep saying that as if it will make it any less true. I am from Rens, but I am not what you think. I don’t know what you’ve experienced, but it’s not the same as what I know of my people. We are peaceful, wanting only to survive.”

      The man straightened his back and shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “And I don’t either. Why would you accuse me of things like this? What do you think my people have done?”

      “Not think. Witnessed.”

      “You’ve seen riders?”

      He nodded slowly. “They are fearsome. They sit atop the draasin, commanding them to attack. And when one of the draasin attacks, there are no survivors.”

      Ciara struggled to believe it possible that her people would be riders. That was not the Rens she was raised to know. That was not the Rens her father described, the lands long since lost.

      “Tell me what you know,” she said to him.

      He hesitated and glanced toward the west. “I should not even be here. If Olina learns that I’ve come…”

      “Why did you come?”

      “I…” He shook his head. “You do not act as I would expect a rider to act. But then I saw you atop the draasin. I saw the creature as it landed, and you climbed from its back. Whatever you say, you are a rider.” There was a sense of awe in his voice.

      “Are you disappointed that I’m not?”

      He smiled, and as he did, the creases in his brow faded. She suddenly realized he was younger than she had thought, perhaps only a few years older than her. His eyes had a depth to them that most lost while living on the edge of the waste. Fas once had eyes like that, but they had faded as well. “If you were a rider, I doubt I would have managed to lead you to K’ral. You would have killed me long before I had the chance.”

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      “I would like to know what it’s like to ride atop the draasin. Our people…” He sighed and crossed his hands on his lap. “It doesn’t matter. Our people are different now. We no longer know the skies as we once did.”

      “Your people rode the draasin?”

      “We called. Sometimes they answered. Sometimes they did not. Some could speak to them more directly, but even then, they were not forced as they are by the riders. They are elementals, and they should be free to fly without man to force them into their wars.”

      “I thought you said the shadows were responsible.”

      The man nodded.

      “They are not man,” Ciara said. Whatever else he was, she was certain that the shadow man was not human. There was a cold and dark power to him that was unlike anything she could imagine. Only the power of the draasin rivaled what she’d experienced from the shadow man. “They are darkness, and they oppose the light.”

      The man laughed. “You talk like Olina.”

      Ciara thought of the woman’s staff and the carvings that were set into it, carvings that were so different than anything she’d seen, except also similar. The carvings reminded her of those her father had made on her j’na, and those he had placed on his. They were different than what the other nya’shin made, symbols unlike any of the lettering used by Rens, or even old Rens.

      “I need to speak to her,” Ciara said. She had to know why the carvings would be similar. What tied her father to this woman in such different lands, both of which apparently knew about darkness fighting the light?

      “Olina?” the man said. “You cannot. She is the one who wanted you brought here. She thinks you have come to destroy, that you will summon the draasin.”

      Talking had helped clear her mind, and she didn’t think that was what Olina had wanted at all. If she had, would she have sent Ciara out into the darkness? If the old woman believed she was possessed by darkness, that she could summon the draasin and use them to attack, why would she have Ciara left alone where the draasin could be called?

      Unless she wanted to know.

      “Where is she?” Ciara asked. She drew in a breath, feeling strength returning. She lifted her head and looked around, searching over the grasses for the woman, but was not tall enough to see far. Her legs were still too weak for her to stand and her arms burned, but not as they had.

      Ciara realized that wasn’t true either. It wasn’t that her arms no longer burned, but that her whole body did. It was as if the fire that had started in her wrists had migrated through her, leaving her awash in heat.

      “What did she do to me?” she asked the man.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Ciara glanced at the sky. The streaks of orange and red hadn’t changed, even though the sun had come up in full. There should be nothing but blue, or white where the clouds obscured the sky, but she saw nothing. Even the grasses, once a vibrant green, had changed.

      “What did she do?”

      “Only what I had to.”

      Ciara turned and saw the old woman descend from the sky. She trailed the cool breeze, and Ciara realized that the woman could shape wind, much like those of Ter.

      “What did you have to do?”

      Olina walked past Ciara, no longer as bent at the spine as she had seemed before, and reached for her j’na. Her hand ran along the surface, barely touching it. Unlike the spear Ciara’s father carried, the carvings on her spear were fresh and still raised. “You think I would not have noticed that you carry the mark?”

      “What mark is that?”

      “The mark of who serves the light. It is not commonly given anymore.” She turned from the spear and met Ciara’s eyes. “I have not seen anything like it in years, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still recognize it. It can be faked, though, which is why I had to know.”

      “Know what?” Ciara was feeling stupid with her questions. She’d thought her mind was no longer muddled, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      “Whether shadow would claim you, and you it.”

      Ciara thought of the way the shadow man had come for her and the way his cold touch had run along her arms, piercing through her. The woman had known and sent her out here to face him anyway? “Why would you do that? Why would you make me suffer like that?”

      Olina tapped her staff on the ground. It struck the soft ground but still managed a loud crack that echoed across the early morning. “Why should I risk my people for someone of Rens when their riders have caused so much pain? Why risk the safety of K’ral until I know whether you will bring darkness and shade?”

      Ciara sat quietly, rage building up within her at what the woman had put her through. Her breath plumed in the cool morning air, leaving a trail of fog that drifted into the wind. She took a few calming breaths, forcing the irritation away. “And now?” she asked Olina. “What have you decided of me now? Do you still think I will go with the shadow?”

      Olina shook her head. “I watched the night.”

      “You watched?”

      The old woman took a step toward her and pointed the staff at her face. “You think I should not? I do not fear the shadows.”

      “You should,” Ciara said softly. “His touch is like death. Cold and painful in a way that I have never known.”

      Olina grunted and tapped her staff on the ground again. Again it snapped, echoing softly, the stone breaking free. “His touch is worse than death, Rider, but you have not learned that. Not yet. But if you wish to learn, you will. All that and more.”

      Ciara swallowed, feeling her anger slowly easing, disappearing like her breath on the wind. “How will I learn?”

      Olina tapped her staff a third time. This time, the earth seemed to crack with it, and thunder echoed in the sky. “Because another will teach. If you intend to become a rider, a true rider, then you will listen and you will learn.”

      The woman turned away and started into the grasses, leaving Ciara staring, wondering what she meant. She glanced over at the man, but he had stood and pulled her j’na from the ground before handing it to her.

      “You are lucky. Olina has not offered to teach anyone for many years.”
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        Some have speculated that the Wise waged war on Ter, but I do not think that is the case. The Wise prized the draasin, while these attackers—these riders—cared only for the destruction they caused.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena sat in the dark tavern, wondering why Cheneth had summoned her to the Three Kings, a dingy tavern far from the tower. Volth had departed after she’d shown him where Issa disappeared—or died; she didn’t really know—and she’d returned to check on Wyath. Now she sat alone at a corner table, watching the noise around her as she waited for him to arrive.

      How had he even managed to reach Atenas from the barracks? He was no warrior, not able to travel like she could, pulling lightning from the sky as she jumped. And neither was he a wind shaper, able to speak to the elementals, to call upon them to help him travel as Eldridge did. As far as she knew, Cheneth had no specific talent.

      That wasn’t quite true. Cheneth might be the most brilliant man she’d ever met. He could see something and remember, piecing together parts of a puzzle that others might not even realize existed. In that way, Cheneth made her feel absolutely inadequate. It was something she was not accustomed to experiencing.

      The door to the tavern opened and a stooped man made his way in, tapping along the wooden floor with a gnarled cane that matched the hand holding it. Alena turned away from the man and looked instead at the back wall of the tavern. A trio of portraits hung around the hearth, each depicting the old kings that gave the tavern its name. It had been many years since Ter had a king, many years since any other than the order ruled here.

      A young boy scurried from table to table, offering drinks or laying out hunks of the stale bread the kitchen thought each person needed. Most in the tavern took it without objection and found themselves needing to order a drink to wash it down. She smiled to herself but waved him away when the boy approached.

      “You are too conspicuous,” a warbly voice said.

      Alena turned to see the old man sitting at the table next to her. “Am I?”

      “One of the order doesn’t usually come to places like this.”

      Alena crossed her hands on the table and leaned toward the old man. He smelled of aged fish and a hint of lemon. It was a strange combination, as if he’d come from working the docks of Garand, nearly three leagues from Atenas.

      “How do you—” She frowned, studying the old man, before groaning. “I don’t think you disguise yourself nearly as well as you believe,” she told Cheneth. How had he managed to make his hands gnarled as well? Water and earth shaping could be used to create distractions—she’d done that herself before—but such shapings were difficult to maintain, especially when the focus was the shaper. What shapings would he have used?

      “I think you’re the only person in all Atenas who might recognize me.” He hooked his cane on the edge of the table and leaned toward her as he smiled. Even his teeth looked worn and yellowed. “Wyath is restored?”

      “You wouldn’t have summoned me if you didn’t already know.”

      “Interesting choice, don’t you think?” Cheneth asked, leaning back in his chair. He waggled a bent finger to the serving boy, who scurried over. Cheneth whispered something to him before turning his attention back to Alena.

      “What choice is that?”

      “Why, Volth, of course.”

      Alena let out a soft sigh. There was much about Volth to appreciate. Not only his shaping, but he had a warmth, whether he knew it or not. If only he could step away from the darkness that shadowed him, he might be… What? Useful? That was the sort of thing the commander would consider, the sort of thing Cheneth considered. Not her. She wanted to learn. That was her reason for staying in the barracks.

      “You knew who he was, didn’t you?”

      “You mean the Wrecker of Rens?” When she nodded, he smiled. “Of course.”

      “Do you know his connection to the commander?” She lowered her voice as she asked the last. Mentioning the commander in a tavern in this part of the city would draw attention. Not all loved his rule.

      “They were childhood friends.”

      “Are you certain?”

      For a moment, the harmless old man faded and Cheneth’s serious expression returned, a blazing-hot intensity that stared at her. “Yes.”

      Alena closed her eyes. It would explain much about why the commander had sent him to the barracks but nothing about why Cheneth claimed they could trust him. Even Wyath agreed, working with him more than she had been willing.

      “And you still think we should trust him?” Alena asked.

      “There are many things that I think. Volth is important in ways I’m still not entirely certain of.”

      “Why? What is this, Cheneth? Why the sudden push to”—she dropped her voice even lower and sent the last on a subtle shaping of wind that would only carry to Cheneth—“hold the draasin? What aren’t you telling us?”

      The boy returned and set a plate of steaming meat in front of Cheneth. Carrots and radishes were piled on the side, and Cheneth dug into them.

      “You speak to them. You know things are changing.”

      “They grow frightened, but I don’t know why.”

      “It does not help that Calan nearly crushed one of them,” Cheneth said between bites. “Nor does it help that the attacks persist along the border.”

      “They won’t explain why.”

      “No. I do not think that they will.” He took another few bites and then chased it with a swallow of ale.

      “You know something more than what you’re telling me.”

      He sighed. “Not with any certainty. There’s a reason I came to Ter, searching for answers to the war, seeking a way to end it. Now?” He leaned toward her, patting her hand as if he were her father, or maybe even her grandfather, as the serving boy stopped by their table again. Cheneth waved him away with a warm smile and then turned his attention back to Alena. “Now I wonder what I might have missed.”

      “Missed? About the draasin or about the war?”

      “Both. That’s why it’s important that we not lose any who are able to speak to the elementals. We offer a kind of protection, though they do not know it.” Cheneth leaned back and took another couple of bites. He glanced around the tavern as he did. “What do you think of this place?”

      She snorted. “Were you thinking to impress me with your choice of taverns?”

      “There are many throughout this part of the city who still claim a certain loyalty to the old kings. Most think it harmless, a relic of a time long past.”

      “You don’t think it harmless?”

      Cheneth looked up from his plate. Color flashed in his eyes, as if whatever mask he wore slipped, if only for a moment. “The bloodline of the old kings was powerful. Different than even those of the order. Scholars have long tried to understand why.”

      Alena hadn’t known that. “If they were so powerful, how did they die out?” The last king of Ter sat the throne hundreds of years ago. Since then, they had been led by the council, with the head of the order sitting at the forefront. That person hadn’t always been the commander. That position evolved over time as the attacks increased and those of the order were tasked with defending Ter.

      “You ask the same question that scholars have long asked, and I have no different answer than they did.” Cheneth tipped his mug back and drained the last of his ale. “You will return to the barracks now.”

      “That’s it? That’s the entire reason you called me here?”

      “Not at all, Alena. I have a task for you, but one that will be difficult.”

      She didn’t like the way that sounded. Tasks from Cheneth were never pleasant. “What is it?”

      “It is time for you to understand your connection to the elementals and guide Volth in his, even if it means freeing the remaining draasin. I need to know what the elementals know. There is something I’m not seeing, and it worries me.”

      She frowned, thinking about what it would take to free the draasin. “Calan and Ifrit will know if I free the other draasin.”

      “I think we can no longer hide. Not as we have.”

      “Why the urgency? Why risk Calan learning what I might do?” Not only that, but if she couldn’t free the draasin without getting caught, it risked capture, and worse, for her. Then she would have to answer questions she doubted Cheneth was prepared for her to answer.

      “Can’t you feel it?” he asked.

      “I don’t feel anything.”

      He sighed and set his palms atop the table. No longer were they crooked and gnarled. “I would think that your connection would tie you to them, but you might be too far from them to understand.”

      “The draasin?” she whispered.

      “We need to know why they’ve come to us to help.” He leaned close to her, and the scents she noted when he first arrived remained. “Why teach? Why allow us to bind and confine them? They know something but have not shared.”

      “I’ve felt that as well, but what would the draasin need help with?” she asked.

      “That is the question that keeps me up at night.” He took a breath, grabbed his cane, and hopped from the chair. “When you return,” he said, “you will see to the draasin. Release it if you must.”

      “What of you? Don’t you intend to return?”

      Cheneth tapped his cane on the ground once and turned toward the door. “I’ll return, but there is something more I must do. Find a way to keep the calm, will you?”

      Alena stood and took his hand, keeping up the charade as she walked with him. Outside, the sun blazed brightly, reflecting off the tin sign hanging above the tavern. For some reason, it reminded her of the symbols used by the scholars to store shaping.

      “How long will you be gone?” she asked.

      “Long enough to find answers, I think.” He started down the street, leaning heavily on his cane at first but gradually using it less and less. When he turned the corner, he no longer looked like a grizzled old man. Now he appeared closer to his true age.

      Alena realized she might not even know his true age. What if he held a mask at all times, disguising himself from everyone? He could be anyone if that were true.

      No, holding a shaping like that would be nearly impossible to maintain. She had no reason to believe Cheneth would even bother. There was value in maintaining your identity, especially when said identity was that of one of the most intelligent scholars of Ter.

      With a parting glance to the sign, she made her way toward the tower. Before returning to the barracks, she would check to see that Wyath remained well. The walk to the tower went quickly, and she entered through the lower level, unlike Eldridge and his secretive entrance, one that should not even be accessible. The tower was supposed to be sealed to shaping so that those living inside didn’t have to fear others attacking. It was meant to be a place of study, but nearly as much, it was meant to be a place of peace. If the shapers could be attacked within, the tower offered no advantage.

      She hurried up the long stair at the center of the tower. She passed a few others, but none she recognized, and simply nodded as she went. Most were younger, wearing the simple white that marked them as students. Surprisingly, none offered her much more than a passing glance even though she was dressed in deep brown leather pants and a loose wool jacket that looked nothing like anyone within Atenas. Had she known, she would have dressed differently and attempted to blend in better, but she hadn’t expected to come to Atenas.

      As she neared the healer floor, she realized she didn’t sense Wyath as she should. She’d made a point of focusing on his heart rate and used that when she sensed to reach for him, listening for a connection, for anything that would tell her he was still well, but there was nothing.

      She stopped at the door and hesitated before knocking.

      Oliver answered the door, pulling it open and filling the doorway with his wide form. His hands crossed over his massive belly, resting on it. “He is not here.”

      Alena looked past him but didn’t see anything moving. “I can tell that he’s not. Where did he go?”

      “He returned.”

      “Returned? He wasn’t well enough to return. He should have taken days before he was well enough to do anything more than sleep and eat.”

      Oliver grunted. “Yes. Healing like Jasn Volth manages is a different approach than the guild.”

      “You knew about him.”

      “Not about him, but we knew he was different. He had to be, given how precocious he was. Every healing he ever attempted was more powerful than some of our most advanced shapers. You don’t think there’s something special in that?”

      “You didn’t tell him?”

      “Did we need to? We wished him to learn. He couldn’t learn if he already thought he knew what he needed.”

      “You couldn’t have taught him,” Alena said. “Not what he needs to know.”

      “And you think you can?” When she nodded, he continued, “As you taught Katya?”

      Alena sighed. “You’re the reason that he knows of her?” When Oliver made no effort to deny it, she jabbed at his thick chest. “We need him. Didn’t Eldridge tell you that?”

      “So it’s Eldridge who leads you now?”

      She bit back her answer, recognizing how Oliver fished for information. She’d been so long away from Atenas, she had forgotten the way some—especially those high up within the guilds—would attempt to reach for knowledge they were not meant to have. The scholars were the worst, using their stated goals of trying to understand the core of shaping to discover facts and truths that some would like to keep buried.

      “What type of training leads to a shaper of Wyath’s pedigree being injured as he was?” Oliver asked. He smiled as he did, but it failed to reach his eyes. “What type of training takes the famed Alena so long away from Atenas? You, who could have sat among the council had you remained?”

      She sniffed. “I never wanted to sit on the council.”

      “No? Too many seek power and should not have it. You, perhaps, should have it but seek to hide from it.”

      “I don’t hide,” she said. “What I do is important for Ter.”

      “Yes. Training.”

      She tipped her head. “Is that all?”

      “Not in the slightest. I don’t intend to try to keep you here. I know that you’re far too skilled for me to manage that. Even Jasn has learned how to peel away the water layer, something he should only have learned from the guild.” He nodded to her. “That was from your training, I presume?”

      “There’s nothing particular about what is taught,” she said. “He learns to appreciate a certain sensitivity to the elements.”

      “So that he can reach for more?”

      Alena hesitated. What did Oliver know?

      The guild had always proven themselves to be intelligent shapers, and inquisitive. They had to be in order to understand something as obscure as healing, using water to help the body recover in ways that others could not; even those with water shaping ability struggled to accomplish what the guild managed.

      She glanced at the wall of books behind Oliver and wondered if there might be something more. Were they more like the scholars than they let on? Scholars within Atenas were different from men like Eldridge and Cheneth, at least as far as she remembered, but maybe not all of them were. What if there was more to the scholars than she realized?

      “I don’t know what you’re suggesting,” she said.

      Oliver sniffed. “No? You did not seem all that surprised to see Jasn heal our friend.”

      “What do you know, Oliver?”

      A dark smile spread across his face, stretching his heavy cheeks. A shaping of water built, settling around them, sealing everything else out. She wondered why he would need such precautions here.

      “Enough to know that there are mysteries to the world that even the scholars have yet to answer. Enough to know that there are powers in our world that I can’t explain.” He leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “But there are others who can. Others to whom those mysteries are not mysteries, who walk down paths I can’t fathom.” He hesitated, letting the words settle for a moment, then he leaned back. “From the look on your face and the way your heart races, I can tell you’re not one of them. Eldridge might be closer, and whoever leads you closer still, but I think you still don’t know nearly what is needed. There is a darkness coming to our lands, Alena Lagaro. I can feel it, even if I don’t know what it means.”

      Alena felt her heart flutter. Oliver’s words reminded her so much of what Cheneth said, but why? “What do you know, Oliver?” she asked again.

      He shook his head slowly. “Probably nothing. But the guild recognizes that the world changes and that with change comes pain. We must do what we can to heal that pain. And you’ve taken Jasn Volth from us, a man who would help more than you know.” He sighed. “You have made him nothing more than a soldier when he could be so much more.”

      Oliver lowered the protective shaping and tipped his head toward her, stepped back into his room, and closed the door in her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          16

        

        
          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Do elementals reproduce? Do they breed the way the wolves prowling the mountains outside of Atenas do, or are they created, simply connected to the elements? If there truly are those who speak to the elementals, it is possible they know.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The barracks felt different than the last time Jasn had been here. Then, he’d left with questions and uncertainty, not knowing what to do about Lachen’s request of him or about what he’d discovered of Alena. There had been frustration as well. How much time had been spent trying to coax Alena to teach him, as if he should need to force her?

      Even in the short time he’d been away, much had changed. Mostly it was within him. Not only had he come to understand that he could speak to the elementals, even if he didn’t know what that meant, but that Katya might still be alive.

      What did that mean for him?

      The past year he’d spent trying and failing to die. Now that he learned she might still live… Had Lachen known? Was that the reason he’d brought him to the barracks? If so, he could have simply told him, unless there was more to the reason of Lachen bringing him here, and Jasn wouldn’t be surprised if that was the case.

      The change wasn’t only within him. He’d been gone for barely more than a week, but the barracks itself had changed. There was a darkness about it, and the air stank of blood and fire. Alena had warned him about what had happened, but he hadn’t been certain what to believe when it came to her. The buildings and the trees around the barracks didn’t look any different, but there was a sense here that had been absent before. Maybe it was only he who had changed.

      Jasn stepped out from the edge of the trees, leaving the cool of the forest as he approached the buildings. His eyes were drawn to the nearest draasin pen, the one that contained the smallest draasin, and he was surprised to see the pen destroyed. The pens were made of circular stone walls, completely enclosed, and had been fortified with earth shaped into them. They had been strong enough that he could think of no way for them to be damaged. This pen had crumbled, as if the stone of the pen had been squeezed together, leaving a pile of rock.

      Had the draasin been inside?

      It was a measure of how much he had changed that he wondered. When he’d served along the border of Rens, he’d cared about nothing more than getting revenge for what had happened to Katya. That meant attacking the draasin, even if there was nothing he could really do.

      He made his way toward Cheneth. Regardless of what he decided, whether he would work with Alena or he would do as Lachen asked, the scholar led the camp. He had been the one to explain the purpose of the elementals, even if Jasn wasn’t ready to hear it. Jasn had seen there was more to Cheneth than he let on, and he wanted to understand what that was.

      “He’s not there.”

      He paused and turned to see Bayan watching him from between a pair of buildings. She was a slender woman, dark hair pulled back behind her head. Her short sword hung at her waist, though she carried it less comfortably than most of the order. “Where can I find him?” he asked her.

      Bayan took another step forward, studying his face as if he were some puzzle she needed to solve. “I don’t know. He’s been gone since…”

      She turned in the direction of the fallen draasin pen but didn’t finish.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not certain.” Bayan studied him. “Where have you been?”

      Jasn had known the questions would come. He’d left the barracks after learning of Alena’s ability, after healing Thenas, and there would be those who wanted to know why, especially since he had passed the first trial. Were he to stay, there would be other tests until he was raised to full hunter, but even after all that had happened, Jasn wasn’t sure he wanted to be promoted to that level.

      “Atenas.” There was no point lying to Bayan, especially if she knew the truth about Alena.

      “Why Atenas?”

      Jasn sighed and started toward the draasin pen, curious about how it had fallen. Bayan fell in beside him. “You know what I did before I came here?”

      She laughed darkly. “You haven’t hidden yourself quite so well as you would think.”

      Jasn glanced over at her. “I hadn’t intended to hide myself at all.”

      “So you didn’t care if anyone knew you were the Wrecker of Rens?”

      Jasn closed his eyes a moment. It was a title he hadn’t wanted, but also one he had claimed. With all the destruction he’d caused Rens, didn’t he deserve such a title? “I came to get away from that.”

      Bayan watched him. “Why? You were the reason Ter claimed so much land along the eastern border. Why leave?”

      Jasn grunted, tipping his head toward the debris. “It would seem that I had much to learn.”

      They stopped outside the remains of the pen. The stink of the dead draasin hung in the air. Some of the stones were stained red, and Jasn almost imagined the creature crushed beneath the weight of the rock. If what Alena said was true, the creatures had come here willingly, allowed them to bind them in stone, but he still didn’t understand why. And now one of them had died because they remained here, so close to so many who wanted them dead.

      “The stories about you—”

      “Are mostly true,” he said, not lifting his gaze off the rock. He could feel the way the stone had been squeezed, as if earth had heaved together simply to crush the draasin. It would have been a horrible way for the creature to die.

      “How? I mean, how are you still alive?”

      That question had plagued him for the past year. At least now he had answers, even if he didn’t fully understand them. Why would the elementals care enough about him to keep him alive? What was he to them?

      More than that, Alena spoke of how she communicated with the draasin. As far as he knew, he’d never spoken to the elementals of water, never had the sense that there was anything there other than the fact that he couldn’t die. Every attack left him healed, or allowed him to heal himself, something those within the guild like Oliver claimed shouldn’t be possible. Even here, while in the barracks, he’d used his ability to heal himself when the draasin had attacked him. That it had been deserved didn’t make it any better. Worse, he now wondered if Alena had somehow asked the draasin to attack. Had she known what he could do? Was it some way of testing him, of finding out what he might be, or did she simply want him gone? She hadn’t denied the fact that she wanted nothing to do with teaching him. Now, at least, he understood why.

      “I left Atenas and the healer guild to go to the front,” he said finally.

      “You… You’re a healer?”

      “Was, I think. I trained with Oliver.” With the way Bayan sucked in a breath, he knew she recognized his name. Most did. “He would have had me remain with him, to continue to study in Atenas, but after…” He shook his head. What did it matter if he told Bayan about Katya? What did it matter if she still might be alive? The hurt was still there. If she lived, why hadn’t she returned to him? “After something happened, I decided that I was no longer fit to be a healer. I took an assignment with the order along the front and was there for”—he counted the months—“a long time. Long enough to gain a reputation. Long enough that when I was summoned to return, I knew it was time to leave.”

      “That’s how you’re here? You impressed the commander enough that you were summoned to learn here?”

      Jasn swallowed. It sounded horrible to him when he thought of it that way. Maybe that was the entire reason that Lachen had brought him here. Did it matter if it was? Not to him, not really. Staying on the front and continuing his attempts at dying or coming here and learning what might kill him. Both were the same.

      “That is the reason.”

      He touched the stone, finding a piece with the strange symbols marked on them. Wyath had shared some of that knowledge with him, but Jasn still wasn’t strong enough to replicate it.

      Footsteps thundered toward him, and Jasn turned to see Calan approach. From what Jasn had learned, Calan had been one of the very first instructors, even before Alena, which meant that he’d likely come to the barracks at the same time as Wyath. Had Cheneth been here then as well?

      “Where is she?” Calan demanded as he approached. His hands were crossed over his chest.

      Bayan shuffled to the side next to him. “She’s not here, Calan. As I told you before, I don’t know when she’s returning.”

      “Don’t know or won’t tell me?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure she’ll be happy to speak to you when she returns—”

      Calan cut her off by shifting toward Jasn. “And you. Where have you been? You haven’t been in the barracks since”—he frowned—“since my foolish student thought to attack the penned draasin. He said you worked together with Alena to keep him from killing the beast before he ran off. Bastard hasn’t been seen since.”

      “There’s nothing to learn from a dead draasin,” Jasn said. Where had Thenas gone? “That is why I’m here, isn’t it?”

      Calan grunted. “Not from these,” he said. “Where have you been? Were you with her?”

      Jasn wondered why the animosity between Calan and Alena. The last time he’d seen the man, Alena had helped him, or at least she’d made it seem like she was helping him. The draasin hadn’t really been killed, not like Calan had thought.

      “Not with her. I was called back to Atenas.”

      “Called back? Your assignment is here. Who could call you back—”

      “The commander.”

      Calan’s mouth pinched into a tight line. “The commander. It’s about time this commander takes an interest in the barracks. I can’t say that I’ve been too happy about the way we’ve been staffed. Not nearly enough warriors sent here to learn, and far too many scholars.” He glanced at the pen. “What did the commander ask of you?”

      Jasn hesitated, debating his answer. “He wanted to know how my training went.”

      Calan looked over. “Indeed? He takes that much interest in you?”

      “We knew each other once.”

      Calan nodded and scratched at his chin. “Not many claim to know the commander. He rose quickly through Atenas, always impressing the order with his skill. I’m not too fond of the idea of one his age leading, but he seems to have done well.”

      Jasn didn’t want to say anything that might be critical of Lachen. It was possible that he wasn’t the only person Lachen had asked to serve as some sort of spy in the barracks. Even Thenas was a possibility, though he didn’t seem the type Lachen would use for that purpose.

      “What do you need Alena for?” Jasn asked.

      Calan turned his attention back to the pen. “She was there when it escaped.”

      Jasn glanced over at Bayan, but she stared at Calan though she made a point of not meeting his eyes. “When what escaped?”

      Calan waved a hand. “The creature in the forest. The one you and Thenas argued over. Ifrit and I decided it was time for us to remove that creature from the barracks. One that size is dangerous and too close to the camp. Alena found us and offered to help.”

      “She helped you destroy one of the caged draasin?” She hadn’t mentioned anything about that, and it was the sort of thing that Jasn would have expected her to at least comment on.

      “Not destroy. But after she left, the creature escaped.” Creases in his brow deepened at the comment. “And Ifrit was hurt. Tarak has managed to keep her alive, but only barely.” Calan hesitated. “You were a healer, from what I understand.”

      Jasn nodded carefully.

      “You will find Tarak, offer your help.”

      Jasn blinked. He hadn’t come to the barracks to resume his service as a healer, but so far, that seemed how he’d spent much of his time. He’d left Atenas to get away from that duty. After Katya was lost, he couldn’t remain, not in his previous role. “How did the draasin escape?”

      “That’s what I want to know from Alena. She was the last to secure the bindings on its wings. I need to know if she secured them completely.”

      Jasn felt Bayan tense and sensed the way her heart fluttered for a moment. She knew something, even if she didn’t tell Calan. Did she know about Alena? She had served as her student for many years, so it made sense that she would, but Alena hadn’t mentioned anything about Bayan’s inclusion.

      If what she suggested was true though, Bayan would have potential to speak to elementals. Could that be the reason all were brought here?

      “Alena would have secured the chains,” Jasn said.

      “Yes. I’m certain that she would.” There was a hint to his tone that told Jasn that Calan wasn’t completely convinced. Jasn would have to warn her.

      Though, what did he owe Alena? Nothing, as far as he was concerned. But he did want to know what she might know about the elementals, and he did want to learn if he could really develop the ability to speak to them more than simply allowing their power to work through him. More than that, he wanted to find Katya, and working with Alena—the last person to have seen her alive—seemed like the only way he could do that. He would protect her. For now.

      Jasn turned away from the pen and started toward the healer. Bayan watched him for a moment, and he felt the way her eyes lingered on his back, the heaviness to her gaze. She was another person he had to understand. Bayan knew something, but maybe not everything. She could be useful, especially if Alena hadn’t shared her secret with Bayan. That gave him a certain kind of leverage.

      There was another reason to want to work with Bayan. If she was Alena’s student at the same time as Katya, she might know something about what happened. Maybe not the same as Alena, but she might have a different understanding of events or had heard rumors. Jasn could use that.

      Whatever else he did, and whatever else he learned in the barracks, he wanted to know what had happened to Katya. And if she lived, he would find her.
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        My time wandering nears an end. The college has summoned me to return. I have seen enough to give me pause in returning, and need answers before I respond to the summons.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “Why do you think I need your help?” Tarak asked Jasn.

      He was a small man with narrow-set eyes and a high, sloping forehead he tried to hide with long hair combed forward. He crossed his arms as Jasn appeared at the door, and tried to push him back.

      Jasn didn’t know Tarak well. He was one of the order but had specialized skill in healing. In that way, he was much like Jasn. “Calan thought I could help.”

      “You? You’ve been here”—he squinted, squeezing his lips together as he considered Jasn—“a month or two, and you think there is something you can do to help? I know you helped Wyath when he was injured, but that was before I’d returned.”

      “Not only Wyath.”

      Tarak waved his hand at Jasn, shooing him away like he was nothing more than a child. “Return to your lessons. There’s nothing you can do to help me.”

      Jasn pushed into the room. He was well over a head taller than Tarak and didn’t like the idea of simply shoving past him, but he grew tired of trying to explain himself to everyone in this place. “I was the one who healed Thenas,” he said as Tarak started to object, running around Jasn to stand in front of him again. “I trained with Oliver. Now, where is Ifrit? Calan thought I would be able to help.”

      “Oliver?” he said.

      The room was different than many of the others. Rows of cots were set up, leaving it something like a hospital, though Jasn hoped there would never be a need for so many beds. If all were filled, it would mean that most within the barracks had been injured. Pots of oil were set into the wall, heated with shapings that gave the air a sickly, familiar odor that reminded him of the time spent in Atenas. Only one of the cots had anyone on it.

      Jasn made his way to Ifrit. He only knew of her and was surprised to see she was young and had the dark complexion of someone who lived along the border with Rens. Black hair spilled around her shoulders. She breathed slowly but was otherwise motionless.

      “You can tell Calan that I’ve done what I can,” Tarak said.

      “I don’t doubt that,” Jasn said, “but let me see if I can help.” He looked over to the small healer and forced a smile. “Listen, I mean no disrespect. All that I want is to help.”

      Tarak watched him for a moment. “How long did you study with Oliver?”

      “Three years.”

      “And you’re here now?”

      Jasn nodded and turned his attention back to Ifrit. “Healing… Well, it wasn’t for me.”

      He took Ifrit’s shoulders between his hands and squeezed gently, connecting to her. She was soft and warm, but he immediately sensed the injuries within her. Tarak’s healing layered atop her, essentially preventing her from dying, but it would not save her. It wasn’t crude—Jasn could tell the man had some training—but Oliver would have found it distasteful.

      “Fluid sits around her heart,” he said to himself, “and the fracture of her leg is significant. She has lost much blood.”

      “Fluid?” Tarak asked.

      Jasn ignored him as he readied a shaping. Once he started, he would need to work quickly. It was much like what had been necessary with Wyath, only this time Jasn didn’t have someone else to help stabilize the healing.

      With a surge of water, he stripped away the shaping that Tarak had done. Ifrit gasped and then her breathing stopped.

      “What have you done?” Tarak shouted. “Do you know how long that took to hold?”

      Jasn used a different shaping of water and began layering it over Ifrit. He began by removing the fluid around her heart. If he left it alone, the pressure would limit her breathing. It might be the reason she failed to improve already. With another shaping, he sent waves rolling through her, starting at her heart because it seemed the most injured and running out from there in all directions.

      Tarak grabbed him, and Jasn threw him off using a shaping of earth.

      He continued to press, pulling through his shaping, but he couldn’t draw enough water on his own. Reaching for water he sensed around him, he felt it stirring deep within him, and he called to it. At first it didn’t answer, but slowly, it built before running through him in gradually increasing waves that he directed through Ifrit.

      This shaping didn’t require the same strength as the one he’d used on Wyath, but there was a different level of skill involved. That had been brute force and power. Without it, Wyath wouldn’t have survived. This was the soft caress of rain, the pulling of the current as he stepped in a stream, and he directed it, controlled it.

      Ifrit took another breath and he stepped back.

      Jasn released the shaping and looked around, but Tarak was gone.

      “What are you doing here?” Ifrit asked. Even recovered, her voice was strong and commanding.

      “Calan asked me to help.”

      She rolled to her side and started to sit. Jasn placed a hand on her shoulder to keep her from moving too much. Healing like he’d used would take days to recover from.

      “Step back, student,” she said.

      “Not here,” he said. “You need to rest.”

      She resisted a moment and then fell onto her back. “Why did Calan ask you to help?”

      “Because I was a healer once.”

      “You? I’ve heard the stories, Volth. There’s no healing in what you did.”

      “No,” he agreed. “But before. There was before.”

      She took a few deep breaths. “Where is Calan? Did he chase the draasin?”

      “What draasin?”

      “It escaped. We were…” She looked up at him as if debating what she should share. “No matter. Bad enough the damn thing escaped, but it was injured, too. Calan should have gone after it.”

      Jasn wondered if that was where Calan had been going when he’d found him. He’d made a comment about making sure that Ifrit would survive but hadn’t he been equipped as if he were planning something? Was that where Alena had gone? When she’d sent him back to the barracks, making a point of suggesting that he return rather than directing him to—a sharp change from how she’d spoken to him in the past—she hadn’t said where she was going other than alluding to the fact that she had something else she needed to do. If it wasn’t the draasin, then what else would it be?

      He touched Ifrit’s arm, sending a sensing of earth and water through her as he did, and nodded mostly to himself. “The healing will leave you weakened for a few days,” he said, beginning to tell her what he’d told countless others while studying in Atenas. “You will need rest and plenty of food.”

      In that way, it was much like shaping, only with shaping, there was a period of recovery. Normally when he worked a shaping like he’d used on Ifrit, he would be tired, unable to shape for a little while, even if only for a few hours. At least now he didn’t feel quite as wiped. Was that because he had grown as a shaper in his time in the barracks or because he hadn’t shaped her himself? What price did he pay for using the power of the elementals?

      Ifrit brushed him off and sat up. Already she seemed stronger than she had before. She shouldn’t be quite so refreshed already, but maybe Tarak’s healing had held more than he realized. The man had managed to stabilize her wounds and keep her mostly safe.

      “Do you think this is the first time I’ve required healing?”

      “I tell everyone the same. It’s up to you to decide whether you’ll listen.”

      “Everyone?” she asked. “You’re a soldier, not of the guild.”

      “A soldier now,” he agreed. “Anyway, that doesn’t change the fact that you should rest.”

      He turned away. Now that Ifrit had been healed, he had an urge to see what Calan had been doing. Calan didn’t seem the sentimental type, so Jasn hadn’t expected the man to worry about whether Ifrit would be well. But then, Jasn didn’t know Calan all that well, only what he knew from rumor.

      He reached the door and pulled it open, stopping when Ifrit called to him.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      Jasn turned. “I didn’t say anything.”

      A frowned furrowed her cheeks. “I thought I heard…” She shook her head, looking at her hands and turning them over.

      Jasn watched her for a moment, and when she said nothing more, he left her alone.

      The winds outside had shifted, carrying a hint of warmth from the south that mixed with a piney scent coming out of the mountains. The steady clang of swords rang out through the barracks as students practiced. Jasn had no interest in joining them, not after completing a healing. Besides, he’d spent countless days practicing with his sword, and so far he’d barely ever even used it. The weapon was a relic of a time long past, when men fought without shaping. The battle for the front had been done with shaping. Other than watching how Calan used his sword, he’d rarely actually seen anyone attack with it.

      Where was Calan anyway? If he blamed the draasin for Ifrit’s injury, then it was likely that he would go after them, even if the attack hadn’t been intended to harm them. And Bayan. Jasn needed to find her and learn what she might know of Katya.

      He found himself along the edge of the camp, stopped where the barracks’ shaper circle had been erected. The stone circle was much like the draasin pen, infused with shapings of earth, trapping it in place to prevent damage while using shapings of lightning to travel. It was much like the one in Atenas, though the stones in the barracks were less polished, and if anything, the earth shaping infused into them was more solid. Jasn wasn’t entirely surprised given what he’d seen from the barracks and how skilled the shapers were.

      Bayan sat on a fallen log at the edge of the forest, staring into the trees. That wasn’t quite right, he realized. She stared up and into the trees.

      When he neared, she sighed. “How is Ifrit?”

      Jasn took a seat next to her. What brought her out here? “Healed, as far as I could tell.”

      “Tarak healed her?”

      “No.”

      “So you haven’t completely given up healing.”

      “Even if I wanted nothing to do with it, I don’t think healing will give me up.”

      Bayan looked away from the trees and considered him for a moment, then turned her focus back to the forest.

      “Why did you come out here?” he asked.

      “I needed a chance to reflect.”

      “On what?”

      She shrugged. “On the reason that I’m here.”

      Jasn chuckled, moving on the log so that it didn’t press painfully into his backside. Water sensing told him that Bayan’s heart fluttered, as if she was nervous. Earth sensing told him of the sweat slicking her neck and her palms.

      “What did you see? What has gotten to you?”

      “I didn’t—”

      Jasn faced her, straddling the log. “Do you think I can’t tell? You saw something that upset you. Does it have to do with what happened to Ifrit?”

      Bayan sighed and didn’t turn to meet his eyes. “There are things you can’t understand yet, Jasn. You haven’t been here long enough. You might have passed the first trial”—the soft cough as she said it made clear her surprise—“but you don’t understand what the barracks are.”

      “And you do? How long have you been here, Bayan? How long will it take me to understand?”

      She closed her eyes. “Too long. I’ve been here too long. When the scholars came to me, suggested that I had the potential to train here, I was like you. I knew nothing about the barracks. Even after I’d been here a few weeks, realizing how much more the others knew, things I hadn’t even realized were possible while studying in Atenas, I still knew nothing.” She opened her eyes and looked over to him. “Do you realize I had been here nearly a year before I learned they hunted draasin? An entire year.” Her voice went softer as she remembered. “When I first discovered it, I remember how terrified I was.” She offered a sad smile. “I didn’t serve along the front nearly as long as you. I never really became accustomed to seeing the draasin. I’m sure that after enough time, you become immune to that fear.”

      “Not immune,” he answered. “There’s always the terror when you see the distant draasin. I don’t know if that terror will ever completely go away, or whether it even should.”

      “I saw how you were when you first saw the draasin here. You weren’t like most who come through. You didn’t seem bothered by them at all.”

      “The first one I saw here was small. Little more than a hatchling.” Jasn had found draasin eggs while serving along the front. Searching for their nests was one of his assignments, though not one he’d been particularly good at. Others were more skilled finding them. Jasn was mostly skilled at not dying.

      Bayan sniffed. “And even the hatchlings can kill. I’ve seen draasin no larger than the one we had in the small pen tear through a dozen shapers before getting dragged down. A dozen! So when it was explained to me that one of the things I would be learning here would be how to hunt the draasin, you can imagine how frightened I was.” She sat silent for a moment, staring at her hands. She shook her head as she did.

      “Why are you telling me this, Bayan?”

      “Because you asked. And because you need to understand the barracks in a different way than you do. When I came, there was only one draasin. The smallest. Calan had captured it and had brought it here, wanting to train his students.”

      “Calan? Not Alena?” He would have expected the draasin to all have come here because of Alena. Why wouldn’t Calan have simply killed them? The man had an intensity to him about the draasin, one that almost bordered on anger. It was a sentiment that Jasn shared, or had shared, before coming here, before knowing anything more about Katya. He didn’t know how he felt now.

      “Calan. He found it deep in the waste and managed to drag it here. Alena wanted to study it, learn from it, and see if they could find weakness. I think Calan is still angry that Cheneth sided with Alena.”

      “Then the draasin haven’t been here all that long?” He had thought the draasin had been in the camp since it had been founded, but Alena hadn’t been here that long. Were there others who spoke to the draasin as well, or was she the only one?

      “Not live draasin. We’ve learned so much since that first draasin came. How to hold it in chains—that was Cheneth who discovered that—and how to fortify the pens. How the draasin eat, how much they drink, whether they sleep. So much that can be applied to the reason that we’re here. It wasn’t long after that the second draasin came to the barracks.” She took a deep breath. “It never gets any easier, either. Not for me, at least. You were able to simply walk up to the draasin, as if it might not tear your arm off, but I still have a hard time with that. And now with Alena—”

      “What about Alena?”

      “You know that you didn’t even ask about what happened to the draasin? Or to Calan?”

      Jasn hadn’t realized what he’d said.

      “You knew, didn’t you? That’s why you didn’t ask about her when you returned. The only thing you didn’t know about was what happened with the draasin.”

      “She came to Atenas while I was there.”

      “Alena? She hasn’t been to Atenas in years.”

      That would explain why Jasn had never met her. “Yes. Well, she brought Wyath to Atenas for healing. Tarak was busy and Wyath’s injuries were too severe for him to be healed here.”

      Her eyes widened. “And Wyath? How is he?”

      “He’ll live. I didn’t learn what happened.”

      “Training,” she said.

      Jasn grunted. “You sound like Wyath.” When she arched a brow at him, he explained. “Wyath called it a training accident, but I don’t think there was any accident. Was there?”

      Bayan met his eyes. “Calan and Ifrit went to the third pen. We were training, and we felt their shaping. When we reached them, we saw them shaping the draasin, pushing earth against it.”

      “They were going to destroy the draasin?”

      “I don’t know. I think so. The shaping they used was not one I’m familiar with.”

      “That’s how the draasin escaped? What happened?” Jasn imagined the draasin fighting against the shaping and attacking, but Wyath’s injuries hadn’t been those of a draasin attack.

      “Alena. She”—Bayan lowered her voice, her eyes darting toward the trees—“freed the draasin. She released the chains. The symbols hold the shaping in the stone, making that the fragile part. I don’t know how she did it, but she pressed fire into the stone, snapping it.”

      Jasn could imagine Alena borrowing strength from the draasin, much as he seemed to borrow from the water elementals. “So Wyath and Ifrit were hurt by the explosion as the draasin escaped.”

      She nodded. “Alena returned and went with Eldridge.” When Jasn nodded, she continued, “And Calan has been gathering supplies since seeing Ifrit to Tarak.”

      “Ifrit thinks he intends to hunt the draasin that escaped,” Jasn said. “She said it was injured.” Which meant it was likely injured before the attack. Was that why they had tried to destroy it?

      “I think it’s about more than that.”

      “More?”

      “As long as I’ve been here, Calan has hated the way the draasin were allowed to remain penned. He doesn’t mind the study, but he blames the scholars for dragging it on, that whatever can be learned has already been learned. Now he wants only to hunt them. Who can blame him? He’s been one of the most successful hunters we have.”

      Once, Jasn would have felt the same way. And maybe he still did. But now he believed the draasin were elementals, just as he believed that he was somehow able to use elemental power in his shapings, even if he didn’t know what that meant or how he did it. That left him with the strange sense that he couldn’t let Calan hunt the draasin, not until he understood more. Whether Alena helped him understand or the draasin somehow spoke to him, he would learn two things: why they attacked along the front, and what happened to Katya.

      Jasn stood and started toward the shaper circle. He didn’t know what he intended, only that he couldn’t stay here, not with everything that was going on around him.

      “Where are you going?” Bayan asked.

      “To find Calan.”

      He heard her stand in a hurry and rush to him. “You can’t go after Calan, Jasn. Even if you could, what do you think you’re going to do?”

      “I haven’t decided. But there are answers I need and questions that must be asked. I think it starts with Calan.”

      As he stopped in the shaper circle, Bayan grabbed him by the arm and held him. He frowned at her, pulling his arm away. “You shouldn’t do this, Bayan. You said yourself that you’re afraid of the draasin. Where I need to go will bring me face-to-face with them.”

      She released his arm. “Then you haven’t been listening. I’m not afraid of the draasin, but I’m not sure they should be hunted. And seeing the way Alena helped them, I don’t think she does either.” She studied his face. “Neither do you, it seems.”

      “No. She doesn’t hunt the draasin,” Jasn said.

      “Then I would know why a woman who supposedly lost her entire family to the draasin would think to help them. Can you answer that for me?”

      Jasn hadn’t known, and even if he had, would it have made any difference? Alena’s motivations were her own, and he had proven that people changed over time. If he could go from healer, to the Wrecker of Rens, and now to… whatever he had become, then it seemed possible, and even likely, that Alena could have changed.

      It left her open to more questions, though. Much like it did with him.

      “Where do you think to go?” Bayan asked.

      Jasn thought about what he knew. The draasin attacked in Rens. He’d seen it and knew it was true. For so long, he’d believed Katya had been killed by Rens, but now he wasn’t even certain of that. If Alena had family killed by the draasin, she would have reason to be more like Calan, only she was not.

      Why would the draasin attack along the border if they wanted help? That was the part that made the least sense, but it was the answer he needed first.

      He looked over at Bayan and shook his head. “I need to go to Rens,” he said. “I need to learn why the draasin attack.”
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        I discovered a cadre of riders today. They claim the power to call the darkness. They celebrate that ability when they should fear it.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Rens opened before Jasn like an oven, the hot ground baked by the sun and the heat stealing his breath as soon as his shaping lowered him to the ground. He’d been back in Rens since leaving the front, but he’d been so focused on what Alena was doing, he hadn’t been able to care about the way the heat tormented him. It had been earlier in the day then as well, when the sun hadn’t been out long enough to turn the hard, cracked ground into this place of torture.

      Before that, he’d been here when Lachen had summoned him to the tower of Atenas before sending him to the barracks to train. Then, Jasn had been willing to sacrifice everything in his single-minded goal of destroying as much of Rens as possible. He still saw these lands as ugly and barren, but the hatred had eased.

      These were the lands where Lachen thought to send shapers to find the draasin, and finally end the war. Maybe, if they were able to hunt and destroy draasin, they could.

      “Tell me what you think you will do here,” Bayan said. Her lips pressed in a tight frown, and she pulled her dark hair off her neck as she surveyed the land around them. “Do you really think that you can find a different answer about why the draasin attack?”

      Alena thought there was another reason, and as much as he wanted to trust what Lachen shared, he believed Alena. She had given him no reason not to. “There has to be something here. The draasin at the barracks are different than those we face along the border.”

      “Calan thinks that’s because they are captives.”

      He might be right, but Jasn suspected Calan had a different motivation, only he wasn’t completely certain what that might be. “Captive or not, why would it matter?”

      He still wasn’t sure how much to share with Bayan, but she had come with him, and she had more experience in the barracks than he did. That experience made her valuable. “There is something different.”

      “What do you hope to find?”

      Jasn didn’t fully know. The last time he’d been here, to this exact place, he’d been attacked by one of the draasin. He remembered the way the creature’s wings blotted the fading sunlight, casting horrible dancing shadows across the land beneath it, just as he remembered the way the draasin breathed smoke and fire before tearing through the line of shapers facing it. How many had died that day, how many who could have been saved had he known what Alena did? How many could have been saved if she had been willing to reveal her ability?

      Maybe that wouldn’t matter. Would it have helped had Alena revealed she could speak to the draasin? From what she’d said, she didn’t control them, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t reach them and convince the draasin not to attack.

      “Answers,” Jasn said.

      Parts of the ground still seemed stained with the maroon blood of the fallen, though that might only be his imagination. The hot air stank as it often did in Rens, the bitter scent of plants baked by time and the sun.

      “Where are we?” Bayan asked. “I know this is near the front, but where exactly?”

      Jasn pointed toward a few mounds of rock in the distance. “That was Hessan. Not much of a city, more of a village, but enough that shapers were sent to help and see if we could save any. When we arrived, there was nothing left. The village was abandoned, leaving only the remains of what had been here.” Like nothing more than bones from a decaying animal, Jasn remembered thinking. There were many villages like Hessan, and many where the people had already either disappeared or been killed. “They blame us now. Did you know that?” he asked her, not taking his eyes off the slopes of the roofs he saw in the distance. “We came to help, and they blame us.”

      “How do you know?”

      Jasn closed his eyes, thinking of the young woman that he’d met during one of their missions. There had been terror in her eyes and she had been convinced that he’d come to destroy them. And he would have destroyed them, had they shown any ability to shape, but that wasn’t the reason he had come to the village.

      “I’ve seen it, and I’ve spoken to them.” That had been when he first had come to the front, when he’d still been conflicted about whether he should have come at all. Water had pulled at him strongly then, leaving him to wonder whether he should return to Atenas, return to the guild. When he’d spoken to the woman, all he had been able to think about was the way Katya would have questioned him, knowing she would have wanted him to return.

      Then the draasin had come.

      “They were here,” he said softly. “The draasin. Only one came, but that was enough. There were seven of us, three warriors, and the draasin tore through us as if we were nothing.” He would remember the shouts and the sounds of the dying until his last days. That had been his first experience seeing one of the draasin, and it had changed something inside him, as if a piece had died. Until going to the barracks, Jasn had thought he would never feel the draw of water again, urging him to heal.

      “Is that why you came here?” Bayan asked.

      Jasn sighed. “I don’t know why I chose here,” he said, knowing that he lied to himself. He’d chosen here because this had been where he’d first come to hate the draasin. That wasn’t even quite right. He’d come to hate the draasin because of what happened to Katya, but he’d learned to fear them here. Now he no longer knew what was real, only that he might have been wrong about so much. Still, he’d almost died here. This was where he’d first learned that as much as he tried, he might not be able to die. Water healed him, even if he didn’t want it to. Back then, he’d thought it his shaping that healed him, as if some deep part of him struggled to stay alive. “It is a place to start.”

      Jasn made his way toward the buildings. When he’d been here last, time and wind had worn the hard rock smooth, leaving them rounded and, in some ways, giving the utilitarian buildings a sense of craftsmanship that they wouldn’t otherwise possess. That hadn’t changed over the past year, but sand and dirt had blown up against the base of the buildings, leaving them even more rounded and with the appearance that they were mounds of dirt or stone that had risen up from the ground rather than buildings constructed by man.

      “This was a village?” Bayan lowered her head to one of the windows—little more than a narrow opening that once would have been covered by wood—as she peered inside.

      “I thought you served in Rens.”

      When she turned toward him, her nose wrinkled, and fine, gritty sand clung to her sweat-dampened face. “Served, but near the old cities.”

      “They’re nothing like the front.” Old Rens had been a place of vibrancy and life. When Ter had assumed control of ruling the cities, that vibrancy had changed, though not faded completely. Those cities still existed, living on now under Ter rule, and the people within were now Terran as well. Some, like Jornas and Pa’shu, were important parts of the Ter Empire. Others, places like T’shin and Ralass, lived on in a different form, less than they once had been.

      “Not here, if this is what you consider the front.”

      Jasn turned toward the largest of the buildings within the remains of Hessan. Debris had been piled highest around here, and as he stared at it, he realized it was almost intentional. This was not from the shaping he’d used to seal himself in after the attack, but maybe it was from the remains of what it had required for him to survive. The gash in his stomach hadn’t even scarred. That should have been his first warning that something was different about him, that water shaping was different for him, but Jasn had thought his training had taken over.

      Bayan knelt next to the building, running her hand through the dust. “This is shaped.”

      “This is where I hid,” Jasn said. “After.”

      Bayan wiped her hands on her pants and stood. “What happened with the others?”

      “They died.”

      Her eyes widened. “All of them?”

      Jasn nodded.

      “From one draasin?”

      “One large draasin,” Jasn said, remembering the size of the creature. It had been larger even than the one that had been held in the pen on the outskirts of the barracks, and he had thought that draasin large enough. “And attacked with a ferocity that I never saw again.”

      “The draasin don’t attack in this part of Rens,” Bayan said.

      “Then you haven’t experienced much of the front. Trust me. I spent nearly a year in these lands, and the draasin attacked more often than I can count.”

      Bayan’s brow furrowed and she looked around the remains of the village. “T’shin. That’s where I served. It’s deeper into old Rens, but not so deep as this. Much farther and you reach the stretch of the blasted lands where nothing lives. Even the draasin don’t care to come here, Jasn. You think your experience in Rens has made you an expert, but it was nothing like standing watch in a tower within the castle at T’shin, watching the skies for the draasin, waiting for the attack. Those came in the late evening, never when we would see them coming, and often coordinated.” She scanned the sky and touched the hilt of her sword, her fingers squeezing nervously. “We were tasked with maintaining T’shin, promised that others were clearing the draasin so that we could fortify our position, but that never came. I’ve learned that the draasin still attack T’shin, still push on our warriors. We have numbers, but what happens when our numbers fail? What happens when shaping isn’t enough?”

      “Isn’t that the reason the barracks exists?” Even as he asked, he wondered if Alena knew why the draasin had attacked. If she could speak to them, couldn’t she convince them to help end the war? Wasn’t that what they attempted?

      Bayan pulled her gaze away from staring at the blank, blue sky. “Is it? A few lead hunts, but they aren’t frequent, and not successful. And now with what Alena did, the way that she freed the draasin that Calan and Ifrit thought to destroy…”

      “You still fear the draasin?”

      “Not the way that I once did. I might have trained in Atenas and I might be a warrior, but I’ve seen how ineffective my shapings are on the draasin. We slow them, often deter them, but in all my time in T’shin, we only killed one of the draasin, and that took nearly a dozen shapers.”

      “How?” While he’d served on the front, they’d managed to kill a few, but at the price of countless shapers. That was why he thought the barracks could be useful, especially if warriors could be trained to kill the draasin alone or in pairs.

      “It came from the sky. A caravan had come in from…” She frowned as she considered. “From somewhere deeper in Rens. The draasin attacked when the caravan arrived, but we were flush with new warriors then and surrounded it. We used earth and wind to force it to the ground, and fire was drawn away.”

      Jasn had seen the effect earth had on the draasin and wasn’t sure what would happen if wind was mixed in, but the draasin seemed to use the wind, soaring on it in ways that suggested that they were also powerful with that element as well.

      “That was once, out of months of attacks. The draasin are known to target T’shin and Ralass, though neither as much as Chalen.”

      “Ch’len,” Jasn corrected, using the old Rens title for the city.

      Bayan shrugged. “Does it matter? The draasin have always focused on the cities. Why would they attack here?” She pointed toward the building and kicked a booted foot through the dust. “There is nothing here.”

      And there had been nothing here when the draasin had attacked. Jasn had come with the others, searching for life out here, and had found nothing but the draasin. Death from above.

      Something about what she said troubled him. Others along the front had faced the draasin, but rarely so often as he did. Jasn had always thought it was because he was drawn to them, that the blood boiling within him, full of anger and his thirst for vengeance, had given him the opportunity to know how to find them, but what if that wasn’t it? What if the draasin were drawn to him and his strange connection to the elementals?

      But why had they attacked here?

      Jasn pushed away the dirt and dust in front of the building with a sweeping of earth shaping and stepped into the building. It had a low ceiling like most of these homes, but this had multiple rooms, each divided by a thick slab of stone. Wind and time had worn away much of the structure, and the shaping used in the attack with the draasin had damaged it further, leaving the walls nearly falling in. Bayan remained outside, watching him.

      He reached one of the inner rooms and stared at the ground. That was where he had lain, resting while his body betrayed him by healing itself, binding together almost against his will. Jasn remembered well how he had felt when the attack had come and the blissful agony he’d known when his stomach had been torn open from a massive rock that had flown up from the ground. In that moment, he thought he would die, that he would join Katya in the After and finally see her again.

      But his body had proven it had other plans.

      Jasn stepped over the dark smudge that had been left by his blood on the ground and made his way into the next room. There was nothing there, though he hadn’t expected anything different. He used earth sensing, listening to the stone, wondering what stories Hessan might have been able to tell and where her people had gone. Jasn rested his hand on the wall and felt the deep connection to the village but couldn’t tell anything more than that.

      As he started to turn, he sensed a shifting in the earth.

      It started as a low rumble. Outside the building, Bayan called his name, a warning that came too late. The ground cracked, and the walls began falling.

      Jasn raised his hand, instinctively forming a shaping, pushing with earth out and up to seal off the building and keep from getting crushed beneath the weight of the stone, but the shaping also pushed him down, splitting the ground with a massive crack.

      He lost his footing and fell, careful to hold his shaping as he did. Walls crashed and stone collapsed atop him.

      Jasn held his breath, at first uncertain whether he would take another. Stone pressed on him—his shaping hadn’t managed to hold it back completely—but he found himself standing in a small depression, something more like a cave. Rock crumbled around him, and he heard the stone overtop him, groaning as if it intended to crack again.

      With a shaping of earth, he held the rock in place, fortifying it. As he withdrew his shaping, he realized that what he’d placed there would not be enough, not without somehow holding the shaping in the stone. Doing that would require maintaining, or sealing the shaping inside.

      Could he replicate the shapings that he’d found on the draasin pen? They had used the strange carvings to hold power within them. If he could do the same, he wouldn’t have to hold the shaping.

      But how could he add earth power to the mark if he had to hold the shaping to keep from being crushed by the stone?

      Jasn didn’t miss the irony of how he had worked so hard and for so long to die in Rens, and now that he wanted to live, wanted to learn why the elementals had saved him for so long, he might finally succeed in finding death.

      There wasn’t much room for him to move, though earth sensing told him that space opened up to either side if only he could free himself long enough to get to it. Using his sword, he pressed the blade into the stone and made the same symbol he’d seen on the pen. He didn’t dare shift his focus or remove the shaping that he held.

      As he completed the mark, there was a quick flash and he felt his shaping practically sucked into the stone. Jasn released it. The stone held, sealed over him.

      He let out a sigh. That would give him time to see if he could discover some way to get free from the pile of rock. Muted shouts tried to make their way through. Likely Bayan struggled to reach him. At least she hadn’t been in here with him. There was little enough space as it was, and he shuddered to think what would have happened had they both been inside the building when it began to collapse. He had seen enough die in Rens already, and he didn’t need to see her crushed as well.

      Jasn paused and scanned the surroundings, detecting that something else was in here with him. It was distant, but he could sense the pull of heat, a drawing on him stronger than should have been found this deep in the earth.

      What was it?

      After checking to make certain the stone would hold, he pushed away from the mark he’d sealed with earth and tried going deeper into the cavern, but there wasn’t the room for him to move freely.

      What did he sense?

      He felt his way along, squeezing between the stones. There was just enough room for him to maneuver, barely more than that, and he slipped into a space with the walls pressing around him, threatening to suffocate him.

      As he neared the open area next to him, the rock cracked again.

      It came first as a continuous snap, then slowly spread out all around.

      Jasn barely had time to react. He was caught between the rock, squeezed by it, and readied a shaping. He couldn’t get his sword up to make another mark in the stone, not as he had the first time.

      Instead, he pressed into the rock, holding it with his shaping. Above him, rock and stone from Hessan slowly collapsed around him, bearing down on the earth shaping he struggled to maintain.

      He had to get out or he would be squeezed as it collapsed. He had to somehow manage to get away, but how? All his energy was focused on simply holding the shaping in place to keep the earth from crushing him.

      Jasn hoped Bayan could free him. If she couldn’t, he didn’t want to think of what it would be like as his shaping slowly faded and the rock above him settled, gradually crushing the life out of him. The image of the fallen pen in the barracks, and the draasin crushed inside, came to mind. How long until he ended up like that?
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        I search the heart of Rens, but have not found draasin in numbers to explain the attack. They must roost somewhere, but it is not in the waste, nor at the edge. Perhaps the riders have answers if I can gain their trust.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena strode into the barracks, searching for Jasn Volth. After bringing him to the Sanash and showing him where Issa had died, she’d expected him to return here for answers. He wouldn’t have known that Cheneth was gone, nor could he know that Cheneth would have no more information than she had, but she’d seen the naked desire in his eyes for understanding, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to provide that for him.

      After spending time in Atenas, the barracks were a welcome change. The solid, squat buildings served the purpose of providing a layer of protection and concealing the presence of the barracks, but there was something more to it as well. The buildings here made no effort to be anything more than they were and did not attempt to stretch to the sky and overpower those around them, not like the tower in Atenas did. There was a certain pompousness to the tower that she didn’t find in the barracks. Perhaps that was why she liked it here so much better.

      She saw none of the people she expected to see, none that she needed to see. Cheneth would not have returned, and Eldridge would be off wherever he’d gone, but she’d expected to find Bayan or Volth, but neither were here.

      Pausing in the middle of the street, Alena reached out with water sensing and mixed earth within it. Even Calan was gone. That shouldn’t surprise her. Likely he’d gone after the draasin, seeking revenge when none was needed or even possible.

      Connected to the elements as she was, she sensed it when Ifrit approached. The small woman had hard, sharp eyes and had never shown any leanings toward helping the elementals. Not like Bayan. At least with Bayan, the girl had the good sense to be respectful with the draasin. Even if she didn’t believe that there was any reason to care about the creatures, the draasin could do her harm.

      “You will not find them here,” Ifrit said.

      Alena nodded to the younger woman. “No? Then where did they go?”

      Ifrit sniffed. “Your students or Calan?”

      Would Ifrit actually share with her what had happened with Calan? She didn’t expect that she would, not considering what she’d seen of Ifrit and how she had participated in the attack on the draasin.

      “Either.”

      Ifrit glanced at the trees—looking south, Alena noted—before looking back at her. “They are gone. Calan went first, searching for the injured beast. She was hurt before we even…” She shook her head. “Does not matter now, does it? I realize I’m lucky to be alive. And then, after your student healed me, he disappeared as well.” She hesitated, a frown furrowing her brow. “He is unique, is he not?”

      “Calan or Volth?”

      Ifrit laughed, and it made her seem more girlish and less angry. Alena found it unsettling to hear Ifrit sound like that given everything she’d see the woman do over the years. “Both, I suppose, but it’s Volth in particular. I’ve never seen a healer with quite the touch that he has.”

      “Volth healed you?” That hadn’t been her expectation when he returned, and she had thought he might be too tired after healing Wyath.

      Ifrit tilted her head in a nod. “Healed. Maybe more.” She said the last almost too softly for Alena to hear.

      Alena waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. “Where did they go?”

      “You don’t know? I thought you kept tabs on your students. I thought you were—”

      Thunder exploded in Alena’s head and she heard nothing more.

      Lren. You must come.

      She grabbed her head from the strength of the calling, Sashi had been absent from her mind for days, at least since the time she’d helped free it, and coming back to the barracks hadn’t changed that. There was something different about the draasin since she’d returned, though Alena couldn’t put a finger on what it was.

      Ifrit didn’t seem to notice Alena was in pain. She pushed the sense of the draasin back, trying to keep it from dominating her. Were she to let it, the draasin would overwhelm her mind, and it took every bit of focus for her to resist.

      Where are you?

      Near water. Come. You are needed.

      Ifrit was still talking, but Alena had no idea what she was saying. “I need to find them,” she said, thinking that Ifrit was still talking about Volth and Bayan.

      “Haven’t you heard anything I’ve been telling you?”

      Alena blinked. Did she admit that she hadn’t? That the draasin commanding her to come had pushed away any sense of her surroundings? Revealing that would open her to more questions. “I’ve heard, but that doesn’t change that I need to know where my students have gotten off to.”

      She turned away before Ifrit had the opportunity to say anything more, hoping to hide the way her heart skipped inside her chest. Ifrit was a skilled shaper and would recognize that it did and would likely have questions about why.

      I will come. I need time to prepare.

      There is no time.

      As she neared the destroyed pen, she paused, considering the way the stone had crumbled under the shaping. This was not Calan’s work. They had been trying to attack the draasin in the third pen. Alena remembered all too well the pain the draasin had experienced when it had been crushed by the weight of the shaping. Thinking of it caused tears to well in her eyes. The draasin would not want her to mourn them, but she did.

      What of the other?

      I should know why you’re trying to get me to hurry. What will I face?

      She stopped at the remaining pen and noted earth seals in place around it that weren’t there before. They were stout, meant to hold the draasin in place, but she realized they served another purpose. They reinforced the stone, making it stronger as earth infused it, perhaps strong enough that an earth shaping couldn’t crush the draasin inside.

      Darkness.

      Alena shivered, studying the pen.

      The sense of earth coming off this pen was much more than it had been before. Some of that had been Wyath’s work, reinforcing the stone so that Calan or his student wouldn’t attempt to attack the draasin again, but some was even newer than that. Cheneth? He hadn’t been here, she didn’t think. Eldridge didn’t have the necessary ability with earth to do this, so who?

      She trailed her hand over one of the marks. Each line contained more earth power than she would have thought possible, the groove in the stone made precisely so that earth was trapped and held, fortifying the stone. Alena didn’t think that she would even be able to enter the pen. Hopefully that meant the draasin inside was safe. It could also mean that no one could get inside and that the draasin would suffer, but she didn’t think that was the case. If the person who had placed the stone seal wanted to harm the draasin, she doubted they would have had any difficulty.

      Lren.

      This time it was less a command, almost as if it came from a different draasin. When it didn’t come again, Alena pulled her hand away from the stone. She would have to take the time when she returned to understand what had been done here. If she could replicate it, it might be possible that she could better protect the draasin in the future.

      At the stone circle, she stopped and used a mix of earth and wind to listen for the residual shaping that might have come through here. Detecting another’s shaping was a difficult task, but she had learned over the past ten years how to track shapings. At first, she had learned how to do it so that she could follow the others at the barracks, wanting to know where they disappeared. Originally she thought Calan was the interesting one, assuming that his loud and often brash style meant he knew tricks she could learn, but it was Wyath who had been the one to teach her.

      She was preparing a shaping, readying the combination of each of the elements that would lift her into the sky on a bolt of lightning, when a shadow stepped out of the trees. Alena nearly directed the shaping at the shadow before recognizing who it was.

      “Wyath. So you’ve returned.”

      He stepped forward and smiled, his gaze darting all around him, skipping to the rest of the barracks. “Returned and restored.”

      “Oliver said you weren’t willing to wait to recover.”

      “There was no need. Whatever Jasn did healed me faster than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

      “You’re the second one to say that.”

      “Thenas?” he asked.

      “No, Ifrit. She was injured in their… Whatever it was they were trying to do. Tarak tried healing her, and it seems that Jasn Volth finished the healing.”

      A troubled look crossed Wyath’s face. “Ifrit now as well? Ah Cheneth,” he whispered to himself, “do you know what that means?”

      “Cheneth isn’t here.”

      Wyath was acting strangely, from the way he spoke to himself, to the nervous way he rocked from side to side while standing. Wyath had always favored his injured hip but now he rocked as if it didn’t bother him.

      Please, Lren, the draasin sent again.

      This time she recognized the urgency from Sashi. She had to discover why, but first she had to find out what Wyath knew.

      “I know Cheneth isn’t here,” Wyath said. “And you need to be going, don’t you?”

      She frowned. “Wyath?”

      He laughed softly and tapped his leg. “Doesn’t hurt as it once did. Like I said, recovered and restored. Not only that, but there was another benefit of his healing, but I’m not sure I know what it means just yet.” He met her eyes. “Where is Thenas?”

      “Calan’s student? I haven’t seen him since he attacked Volth.” She hadn’t given much thought to him after the attack, though considering the way Calan had attacked Sashi, she probably should have.

      “Not the barracks,” Wyath agreed. “And I think we need to find him. Like me, he was healed by Jasn. I need to see if he had the same outcome as I did.”

      “You saw what happened to him after Volth healed him. What outcome do you mean?”

      Wyath started toward the shaper circle and stepped into the middle of it, holding Alena’s gaze. “The same one that lets me know the draasin are calling you.”

      With a surge of shaping, he disappeared.

      Alena stood for a moment before focusing on the draasin begging for her help, though the call was now quiet in her mind. It came from the same direction Wyath had gone. “Blast it,” she whispered. Alena took off on a surge of lightning.

      She trailed behind Wyath. Traveling on this shaping, one that only warriors were able to use, gave a sense of speed and solitude, but there was movement with it, rough and violent. Wind whistled around her, and she shaped it to stay on course. Fire burned, and she held tightly to it as well, trying to follow the flows as she sensed Wyath. Earth provided the strength as she traveled, and water lent an energy to the shaping that wouldn’t have been there otherwise.

      When she emerged from the shaping, she found Wyath standing along a ridge overlooking the ocean. She hadn’t expected him to travel quite so far, thinking he would instead bring her into Rens. Water crashed against the rocks far below her, the steady pulling of the waves a sharp change to her water sense.

      “Why did you come here, Wyath?” she asked.

      “You were always so skilled.” He nodded toward the south, out over the ocean. Three dark shapes circled high above the water, the draasin flying with a sort of urgent speed. One dove suddenly, reaching for the water before pulling up, a massive sailfish clasped in its talons. Alena had a distant sense of the draasin’s satisfaction, almost enough to know what it was thinking, before it faded as the three creatures streaked ever farther south, finally fading completely from view.

      “You sense them still?” he asked.

      “I do.”

      Wyath turned, looking north. Alena didn’t know quite where they were, so north could be Ter for all that she knew. “Do you sense it now?”

      “Sense what?”

      But even as she asked, she knew what he meant. Pain drifted through the connection she shared with the draasin, though Alena had no idea how. It was vague, an indistinct agony that left her with little understanding of where to find the draasin, but somehow, she still knew it was the same draasin as before, the one that had called to her.

      “She is out there, injured. Now I see that something… dark… comes for her. Maybe it already has,” Wyath said, mostly to himself.

      “How do you know this?” Alena asked softly.

      Wyath turned toward her. His eyes were round and bright, burning with the intensity of the sun. “I hear it. Not as you do, I don’t think, but since I was healed, there are whispers in my mind. If I focus on them, I can almost make out what they’re trying to say.”

      “But you’ve always been able to speak to earth,” Alena said.

      “I could speak to earth, but this is different. It’s like the healing awoke something in me. I don’t know how to explain it any better, but the longer I hear them, the more I can tell that they’re concerned.”

      “You think they’re elementals?”

      Wyath nodded. “They can be nothing else.”

      If Wyath had something woken in him, had the same happened with Thenas and Ifrit? And if that had happened, what would it mean for the elementals? For the draasin?

      “Why did you come here?” she asked.

      “Because this was where you were summoned,” Wyath said.

      She shook her head. “Not here. I don’t know where I was summoned, only that the draasin called me.”

      Wyath pointed toward the north. “I can’t hear the draasin as you do, not clearly and not yet, but I hear the way the earth calls to me. There is great pain near us. That is why the draasin wanted your help. And earth calls to me, which is why I came to you.”

      He lifted into the air on a shaping of wind and earth, sliding in a way that Alena had yet to master as completely. She followed on the wind, trailing him, reaching for the distant and silent sense of the draasin, wishing there was something that would tell her what happened to them, but she found nothing. Other than the three draasin, there were none here that she was aware of, not like the many draasin that she found in Rens.

      “Where are you going?” she asked Wyath.

      “The same place that you must go, Alena. To see if there is anything we can do to help the draasin.”

      They flew over a copse of trees and down a rolling valley, quickly moving away from the ocean. When she’d first learned the trick to the traveling shaping, she had used it frequently, visiting places she never would have thought herself able. Often she had come to the ocean, simply to sit and listen to the waves crashing as they rolled toward the shore, but she had always gone to the water along the western coast of Ter. It was hotter there, the sand so white that it sparkled along the beach, burning hot beneath her feet.

      Then she felt a sharp stab of pain and nearly lost control of her shaping.

      With it, she was aware that they neared the draasin. How had Wyath known and she did not? She was the one connected to the draasin, wasn’t she?

      Lren.

      The call was weak and nothing like before. There was a desperation that Alena had never known the draasin to have.

      I am almost there.

      Darkness. You should not have come. Turn back—

      As the draasin cut off, a terrible roar echoed toward her, splitting the air like thunder.

      Her shaping faltered and she dropped to the ground. Wyath stumbled, the control he’d so easily demonstrated failing.

      “We must hurry,” she said.

      Wyath shook his head as he looked to the sky. There, a dark streak of black and purple rose on massive wings, Sashi’s spikes steaming and her massive sides bellowing lungs full of flame toward the ground, leaving nothing but burned and charred remains that reminded Alena of the Sanash.

      “We are already too late,” Wyath said.

      Alena knew he was right. A dark shadow sat atop the draasin, blacker than the night. Almost as if knowing she watched, the shadow turned toward her, and the draasin heaved fire at them before taking off toward the north, faster than Alena could keep up.
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        The riders demonstrated the way that darkness can twist the elementals. If they can do that, then they can twist shapers. It is possible that a greater threat than the college realized has escaped.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Sashi disappeared, not only from sight but also from within her mind. Alena tried calling to her, but the draasin didn’t answer, as if the shadowed figure she’d seen riding atop Sashi had obscured the draasin from her, much as she’d learned to obscure her shaping from others.

      “Where did she go?” Wyath asked.

      “I thought you could hear them now?”

      “Not as you do,” he said. “Something was wrong with the creature, but I don’t know quite what it was.”

      “Someone rides the draasin,” Alena said. “With her, I don’t think that should be possible.”

      Wyath lowered himself to the ground and squeezed the hilt of his sword for a moment. “What do we know of what’s possible with the draasin, Alena? What do we really know of them?”

      Alena followed him to the ground. “Why ask this now? You’ve seen how much we’ve learned from them.”

      “I’ve seen what they’ve wanted us to know,” Wyath said. “That’s not the same as what we need to know.”

      Wyath had always been one of the draasin’s best supporters, so why would he change now? “You think they allowed themselves to be captured simply to gain our trust?” She couldn’t shake the way Sashi had called to her, the desperation in her voice. She needed to reach her and discover what had happened, but there was a part of her afraid of what that shadowed figure meant.

      “They’re creatures more powerful than us. How can we know the reason they allowed their capture? What if they’ve sided with Rens all along?”

      “You’re a fool then,” she snapped, and Wyath frowned at her. “You know how I speak to them, and you think I wouldn’t know if they were hiding something from me?”

      They didn’t share everything, but then the fact that the draasin would fear something was enough to make her nervous. That alone would mean the order should prepare, but she had the sense that none within the warrior’s caste had any intention of doing so.

      “You’ve told me they hold back. And from what I can tell, they have a way of withholding much more than we might realize. What if they keep from us the secret of why they attack in Rens?”

      “There is something more than we know, Wyath, something that Cheneth suspects but doesn’t share. And whatever else you think, I’m going after the draasin to see if I can help. They deserve that much.”

      “Then I will go with you. That is why I brought you here.”

      “Not to help?”

      “There may not be much that I can do on that front.”

      Lren!

      The draasin’s voice slipped into her mind again, briefly but with enough strength that Alena dropped to her knees and grabbed her head again. This time, she didn’t try to squeeze the sense of the draasin out of her mind. Instead, she embraced the connection, wanting to reach to Sashi, to learn what had happened.

      Where are you? What happened?

      Darkness. You must come—

      The draasin cut off, the voice in the back of her mind going silent as if it had never been there.

      “What was it?” Wyath asked.

      “The draasin suffers,” she answered. And what was it that she said about the darkness?

      Wyath’s face contorted as he looked toward the sky. “And you want to learn what happened.”

      “I need to learn. I need to go after her. There is something… a darkness. That is what the draasin fear, Wyath.”

      He watched her a moment before turning toward the north and the direction Sashi had disappeared. His face began to look troubled. “If you do this, you can’t go alone. If it is strong enough to overpower the draasin…”

      Wyath was right, and for the first time, she wished that her students were with her. Always before, she had feared sharing too much with them, never wanting to open up about what she did or how she understood the draasin, protecting that secret at any cost, but now that it was out there, now that Jasn Volth—and likely Bayan—knew about her, she needed their help. Jasn particularly, especially with his connection to the elementals, but Bayan, and her ability to detect shapings and the intent behind them, would be invaluable.

      “You won’t help?”

      “I… I need to find Cheneth. There are answers we need.”

      “But the draasin—”

      “Might be the key to more than we understand. If the scholars know something, I think it’s time they share.”

      Alena sighed, wishing for easier answers, but they didn’t come.

      “We need help,” she said. And from those who could reach elementals. That left her with limited options, but she needed to try. “Eldridge, Volth, maybe Bayan.” There might be a few others, but it would involve much more exposure than was probably wise. But could she risk not exposing herself? Maybe it was time those within the barracks who had been groomed for this revealed themselves.

      The old man actually smiled at her. “Good. I was beginning to think you as foolish as everyone else in the barracks.”

      Wyath walked over to her. It was strange to see him walking without his limp, and with a purpose and determination to his stride.

      “Where can I go? Volth is gone. Eldridge too. And I’m not certain where Cheneth went, but I know that it’s related somehow. If we go back to the barracks—”

      “What help do you expect to find in the barracks?”

      “Do you know another way to reach Eldridge? To reach Cheneth?” She thought she might be able to reach Volth, but the connection was tenuous. The shaping had been one of the first things she’d done when working with him, taking the lesson from what had happened when she’d lost Issa.

      “There might be something I can do. You find Volth. I’ll go for the others.”
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        They call themselves the Khalan, a name steeped in histories they should not know. They are master summoners, each of them, and clearly trained by Hyaln. Perhaps I was wrong in thinking Hyaln seeks to remain neutral.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The fire crackled softly in the hearth along the far wall. For some reason, Ciara could sense the way the flames pulled on her, sending warmth sliding along her shoulders and trying to press back the cool morning air. She pulled her elouf tightly around her, drawing in the heat and the warmth, but it did nothing to truly keep her warm.

      Her other hand gripped a large chipped mug full of spiced water. Olina claimed the spice would help her heal, and Ciara had drank carefully, not wanting to take the risk in case it was poisoned, but the spice was a familiar scent, though Ciara didn’t know why. She sipped slowly at first and then with more urgency. With each taste, her sense of water returned. Tension eased from her shoulders, helping her relax. Her wrists still burned, though, where the ropes had held her in place.

      Other than the old woman Olina, she was the only one here. She sat on a chair that seemed made for a child, the wood smooth and clear and the backrest coming to the middle of her back. Her j’na rested out of reach in the corner. There was a part of her that longed to reach for it, mostly because she still wasn’t completely comfortable with what Olina intended.

      Olina leaned over the hearth, stirring a long spoon within a pot suspended over the fire. In that way, she reminded Ciara of all of the women she’d ever known in her village, but the smells coming from the pot were unlike anything she had ever experienced. There was a mixture of sweet and salty, and her mouth watered. She took another sip and ignored it.

      The old woman turned and offered her a cup of steaming broth. “Drink this, but do it slowly. You’ve been too long from warmth.”

      Ciara set her mug down and took the bowl, holding it between her hands as she brought it to her nose and inhaled. The smells wafting up were even better this close. The liquid seemed to bubble softly. She tipped it to her mouth and took a small sip, wincing as it burned her lips.

      “Careful,” Olina warned. “It will burn if you’re not ready for heat.”

      Ciara pulled the bowl away. “What do you mean? I’m from Rens. I’m always ready for heat.” Since returning from the darkness, Olina hadn’t done much more than speak in cryptic phrases. Nothing that would make Ciara believe that she could learn anything.

      Olina’s mouth pinched at the mention of Rens. “Is that what you believe? Tell me, girl of Rens, how growing up in the waste prepared you?” She pulled the bowl from Ciara and put it to her mouth, tipping it back and drinking slowly and with no sign that the hot liquid bothered her. She passed it back to Ciara and wiped an arm across her face. “You might know the heat of Rens, but you don’t know fire. You might understand fire, but do you know it? If you are to be a rider, then you must know fire.”

      Ciara glanced at the bowl and the liquid that still bubbled as if boiling. “Why do you think I can know fire?”

      “You summoned the draasin. That much I have seen. There is little doubting your ability to know fire, but you must learn to listen. Once you can listen, only then will you be able to speak. Then you can become a rider.”

      Ciara pulled the bowl of boiling liquid up to her face again and inhaled softly. The sweetness she smelled within drew her, but not as much as the salt. She didn’t know what Olina intended to teach her, or how, but she did want to drink the liquid. Her rumbling stomach compelled her.

      Heat pressed on her face and her sensitive lips. She resisted the urge to blow on it, doubting that it would make much difference. The water within the bowl pulled on her senses, but not nearly as much as the heat. She felt it in much the same way she felt water, but why should that be? Why should she sense it?

      Ciara tipped the bowl and took the smallest sip.

      Pain seared through her lips and tongue. She dropped it, and the bowl shattered on the ground.

      Olina stood over her, studying her with a frown pinching her face. “Perhaps I was wrong with you. I thought a girl of Rens would know how to reach for fire without fear, but maybe that was expecting too much.” She snorted and went toward the fire and grabbed a strip of cloth that she tossed to Ciara. “Wipe it up, and we will begin again.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ciara stood outside Olina’s home, staring at the village of K’ral. It was late in the day and the sun set behind the horizon, leaving swirls of orange and pink streaking across the distant sky. The colors were so different than what she knew in Rens, more vibrant as the sun filtered through the thick white clouds, but then everything that she’d seen here had been more vibrant.

      She held another bowl in her hands, cupping it carefully. It boiled continuously, even though it had been hours since Olina had pulled it from the fire. Whatever the old woman did—some shaping, Ciara suspected—kept the liquid within the bowl at a roiling and continuous boil. Each time Ciara attempted to drink the liquid, she burned her lips. She half expected to lose sensation over time, that the liquid would stop bothering her so much, but that hadn’t been the case so far.

      “You should be careful with that.”

      Ciara turned and saw the man she’d met outside town standing in the shadows of Olina’s home. They seemed to swirl around him until he stepped forward, out of the darkness. “The first time she allowed me to try, I dropped the bowl. Twice.”

      Ciara smiled. “At least I only dropped it once.”

      “I’m Nevan,” he said. “I’m sorry about…” His mouth pinched into a thin line, and he shook his head. “I’m sorry I brought you here. I didn’t know Olina would think to test you as she did.”

      Ciara suppressed a shiver at the memory. Shadows from that night had faded from her mind, but she was left with the clear memory of the way the cold had seeped into her, threatening to change her. What would have happened to her had she allowed it to consume her? What would she have become?

      Nevan approached, taking her silence as an invitation, and looked into the bowl before nodding. “Never learned how she keeps it boiling.”

      “It’s shaped, I think.”

      He frowned. “Shaped?”

      “Fire element. She uses it to keep the broth boiling.”

      “That,” Nevan said, turning to look toward Olina’s house, “would explain much.”

      “You don’t know about shaping?”

      He shook his head. “Only the elementals have such power.”

      It was Ciara’s turn to frown, surprised that there would be elementals of fire in these lands. The draasin weren’t here, and saldam belonged to Rens. “Which elementals?”

      “Saldam of fire. Golud for earth. Udilm crashes along the shores. Wyln gives breath to the land. They are the elementals that I know.”

      “There are others?” She knew of the draasin and saldam, but not of the others.

      Nevan shrugged. “There are probably others, but not many know them. Olina might. Those in Hyaln will, but they share nothing with us.”

      “Hyaln?”

      Nevan nodded. “A place to learn power.” He barely disguised the hunger in his voice.

      “What of the draasin, then?”

      “They are different. None have ever answered why. You cannot see udilm or golud or wyln, but the draasin? When they appear, there is no way to miss them.”

      “Where am I?” she asked. Where had the draasin brought her?

      “Where? I thought you knew that you had come to Tsanth.”

      Tsanth. He’d said that when she first arrived, but what did it mean? Where was this place the draasin had brought her, and why here, so far from her home?

      Olina had said she needed to learn to listen to fire, and that only once she did would she be able to speak to it, but what if she never figured it out? Would she be stuck here in Tsanth? How would she ever reach her people?

      She could try summoning the draasin again, using her j’na to call to one, but there was little guarantee that it would work. In these lands, so cool and different from her home, it was unlikely.

      “I didn’t know where I was going,” she said. “The draasin brought me here. I wanted to understand…” She shook her head. What did it matter that she wanted to understand the darkness and why it might attack? “The draasin answered the call,” she went on, “but I don’t know why it brought me to Tsanth.”

      Nevan dropped his gaze to the bowl she clutched in her hands. “Perhaps the draasin have decided to allow the riders to return.” There was a bitterness to his voice, but Ciara didn’t know why.

      “I never wanted to be a rider. I want only to help my people, but I fail each time I try.” When she’d thought to cross the waste, she’d nearly died. That hadn’t helped anyone, had probably made things worse. She had returned to find the village nearly wiped out, the people abducted. Had the shadows been to blame? Was it her fault the village had nearly fallen? And now here she was, stranded in this strange land, surrounded by life and water, and she wanted nothing more than to return to the only home she knew. Except, in order for her to return, she would have to somehow summon the draasin again and convince it that it should carry her back to Rens.

      “Ah, but the riders are said to have been spectacular. They soared, keeping all lands safe, including Tsanth. Our people are different now.”

      “Mine too,” Ciara said, “but not because of the draasin. Ter attacks us, pushing my people away from lands that once sustained us, forcing us closer to the waste where nearly nothing can live.” The village had survived, but only because they nya’shin had learned to find water and the Stormbringer provided. What would happen when that changed?

      Would it even matter? Her people were gone, weren’t they? The attack on the village had taken them in ways that Ter never had.

      “You would only choose to return? You don’t want to control the draasin?”

      Ciara shook her head. “They are not meant for people like me to control.” Maybe no one should control the draasin. The great creatures were too powerful, too beautiful, to be forced anywhere. They should be allowed to fly freely.

      Nevan watched her a moment longer. “Maybe you were not meant to be a rider then. Riders must be forceful and strong, and they must choose what the draasin do.”

      Without thinking much about it, Ciara brought the bowl to her lips and tried to take a sip. It burned her mouth, but she actually managed to take a swallow, even if it was only a few scalding drops.

      “Are you a rider? Is that how you know?”

      He shook his head. “There have been no riders in my lifetime. Many hope they will be the first to return, but none have managed.” He looked to Olina’s home. “Now even the draasin have left our lands.” Nevan nodded to the bowl. “That’s but a step. Take it carefully, if you think you can take it at all. You do well simply holding it. Most can’t stand to touch the bowl.”

      Ciara felt the heat pushing through the clay of the bowl. “It’s no worse than clinging to hot rock, climbing in Rens. Nothing filters the sun, and there is not usually much wind, and what comes can take your breath away.” Her hands had grown accustomed to it, practically numb. She hoped her lips and mouth would as well, so that she could learn what Olina intended to show her.

      Nevan touched his fingers to the lip of the bowl and pulled his hand away. “I’m not sure I would like your Rens very much,” he said with a laugh. “Much better to remain covered and stay cool.”

      The door opened to Olina’s house and the old woman poked her head out, considering Ciara and then Nevan. He nodded to her respectfully before placing his hand over his heart and turning away.

      Olina waited until he was out of sight before coming from under her doorway. “Have you any more success?”

      Ciara thought of the few drops she’d managed to drink, barely anything to brag about, and decided to try again. She held the bowl to her lips, feeling the way the heat drifted up from the softly boiling liquid. Did she dare try taking another drink? Could she dare not to?

      She tipped it back, steeling herself for pain. When the broth touched her lips, it was scalding, but this time she managed to take a small swallow. She gulped it down and nearly screamed as it burned its way down her throat.

      Olina pulled the bowl from her hands and tapped the edge. “That is a start,” she said. “Better than most. Tomorrow will be more.”

      She turned and started into her home, leaving Ciara staring after her and wondering how she would ever return home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Darkness had fallen over the town, and Ciara rested on pile of blankets Olina had given her, snuggling toward the fading embers within the hearth and wishing for more warmth. Gusts of wind howled outside and occasionally managed to work through the door and around the window of Olina’s home, stealing the warm the hearth provided and leaving a gentle breeze behind. Ciara shivered. Nights in Rens could be cold, but never quite like this.

      At least she had the blankets. Some were finely made, woven of a thick wool much like the shepa the village produced, but they were softer and more brightly dyed than anything her people would have found practical. Others were soft and smooth and simple. Ciara preferred these the most, piling them beneath her head and overtop her body as she struggled to find sleep. After spending the past night outside, hanging from the post, she wanted nothing more than for the dead of sleep to claim her, but it wouldn’t.

      The darkness frightened her tonight. Ciara had always found her people’s fear of the dark foolish, but now that she’d met the shadow man and now that she’d felt his touch, she no longer believed it was silly. Now she trembled in ways that had nothing to do with how cold she might be.

      A steady pattering struck the top of the house and her eyes snapped fully open.

      Rain?

      It had been nearly a month since the last storm, and that had been brief, barely more than enough to refill their stores, leaving them with water that should only have lasted a few days. They had managed to stretch it longer—her people always managed to stretch their water supply longer—but no rains had come after.

      Ciara sat up and stared at the fire, wishing Olina hadn’t tamped it out for the night. The old woman might be able to shape fire, but Ciara had no such ability. She wrapped one of the blankets made of thick fur around her shoulders and went to the door. The wind gusted with more force, driving as if trying to enter the house. It blew back her hair, and she pulled the blanket more tightly around her shoulders, straining to remain warm.

      As she stood there, she felt the cold creep through the cracks, and she shivered. The way it seeped around the edges of the doorways, the way it slowly oozed into the house, it reminded her of the shadow man.

      Ciara took a step back, afraid to be too close.

      “He is out there tonight.”

      Ciara turned to see Olina watching from the doorway leading to her room. “Who is?”

      “Darkness. We call him Tenebeth. He stalks the night, promising power and control. Once bound, a part of him has become free.”

      “The shadow man,” Ciara whispered.

      Olina tipped her head and studied Ciara. “Shadow man. As good a name as any to describe him. He is powerful and seductive. Far too many have lost themselves to Tenebeth.”

      “What is he? An elemental?”

      “Not an elemental, but something greater. He possesses power the elementals do not. He is darkness and night, suppressed for thousands of years by the light. Now something has changed, and he touches the world once more.” Her gaze lingered on the fire. “It is because of Tenebeth the wise departed Hyaln, for Tenebeth forces the draasin to fight in ways they would not.”

      “The wise?”

      Olina nodded, waving her hand around her as she motioned toward the rest of K’ral behind the walls of her home. “These fools would call them riders, but they were more than that. They shared a connection, but that has been lost. Corrupted by the darkness.”

      Darkness. Her father warned of darkness like this, and she had known it was real, had walked alongside the shadow man, but somehow had managed to stay apart. The lizard had helped, guiding her back into the light, but why?

      “If he’s darkness, what is the light?”

      “You must find your own light,” Olina said.

      Ciara shook her head. “My father said the old priests once spoke of a battle between darkness and light. He said the draasin fight on the side of the light.”

      “They try to,” Olina said. “But Tenebeth’s touch is powerful, and those who serve him are capable of wielding a dark power, one strong enough to compel even the draasin. Others think they can wield his power without serving. They are even greater fools.”

      “I don’t understand.” But she did, didn’t she? She’d felt the way the shadow man had touched her; she’d been seduced by his call, drawing her across the waste with the promise of power. Ciara had very nearly claimed that power and would have followed him had it not been for the lizard and the memory of its touch on her skin and the way it had healed her.

      The lizard was an elemental as well, Ciara suddenly realized. That explained how she had been saved, how she still lived when she should have died. But why help her? What reason did the lizard have to save her rather than letting her go? Why risk her going to the darkness?

      “You felt it when he came the other night. I know you did because I felt it. I was there, watching with you. And he comes again, though this time he becomes impatient. Tenebeth is powerful, more than even I can withstand when he forces his will. You need the assistance of others if you will survive.”

      Ciara sighed and nodded toward the rattling door. Wind gusted against it, growing ever more powerful. She wanted to back away, but where would she go? If Olina refused to help, what would she do? What could she do?

      “What others?” He’d already come for her twice. What if he did again?

      “The elementals, child of Rens. If you can’t learn listen to fire, he will come to possess you. Little by little, he will swallow the light.”
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        With each summons, they unleash more of the darkness. They do not even see it, but as one who has seen many things and lived many years, I can feel it. Much longer and there might not be any way to reverse what they have done.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Daylight had returned and Ciara now stood well outside K’ral, overlooking the sweeping plain before her. The tall grasses were even greener than the day before, if that was possible, as if the rain from the night had brought out colors that weren’t there previously. Her feet were damp and covered by mud that squished around her toes as she walked, an unpleasantly soft sensation.

      Olina sat on a stump with her arms crossed over her chest. Her gray hair was pulled back and tucked behind her ears. The simple robe she wore provided warmth in the early morning chill, likely more than Ciara’s elouf and the blanket she wrapped around her shoulders. She’d chosen the one with fur, thinking she might find a little more warmth with it than the wool. Still, she shivered.

      “What can you tell me about Tenebeth,” Ciara asked. Olina had been vague about the shadow man, and Ciara wondered how much of it was out of fear and how much simply because she didn’t know the answers. But this, she felt certain, was part of the reason the draasin had brought her here.

      Olina glanced at the sky, and the tips of the fingers on her right hand went to her neck before dropping back into her lap. “You know as much as I know.”

      Ciara doubted that. She had experienced the shadow man, she had nearly been drawn to him, but what did she really know about him?

      “Why does he fear the draasin?”

      Olina grunted. “You think Tenebeth fears the draasin? You haven’t been listening, girl. Tenebeth fears nothing and seeks to draw more into the shadows. With each summons, he grows stronger. I feel it, even if the fools in Hyaln do not.”

      Each time she’d tried understand Hyaln, Olina had changed the subject. Something had happened, but the old woman didn’t want to share.

      “You need to learn a way to resist,” Olina said. “If you don’t…” She snapped her fingers together, as if Ciara she know what she meant.

      Whatever the shadow man might be, there had been reluctance when it came to the draasin. Wasn’t that part of the reason Fas had been healed? There had been shadow within him when she’d returned. She hadn’t known what it was at first, but she’d seen the way the shadows departed, only leaving when the draasin were summoned. Somehow that summoning had freed him.

      She had her j’na. Olina hadn’t taken it from her, though the woman sought to study the marks made on the shaft of the spear and had traced them onto a thick sheaf of parchment she’d coated with wax. Ciara thought the process strange until seeing how heavy the rains were the night before. Now she understood why the parchment was waxed, but not why Olina would go to such effort to copy the marks carved into the shaft of her spear by her father.

      “Then what can we do?” she asked. “If he fears nothing, why fight?”

      “I didn’t say he fears nothing, only that it is not the draasin.”

      Ciara lifted her j’na and tapped it into the soft soil. It sank deeply and she pulled it free, wishing she could have learned how her father managed to summon the draasin before she departed Rens. At least then she might know what it was she needed to do so that she could return. Without the draasin, Ciara wasn’t sure she even had a way to return. She would be stuck in Tsanth, working with Olina, trying to find some way back to her home. Only this time, she wouldn’t be able to simply walk back.

      “What are the lizards?” Ciara asked as silence stretched between them. She wasn’t sure why Olina had brought her here, only that the woman seemed to believe Ciara could learn something simply by sitting atop the hill with wet and muddy feet while staring at the morning sky. All that Ciara had learned was that having too much water was nearly as bad as having none at all.

      When Olina didn’t answer, Ciara pressed. “The first time I saw the shadow man—Tenebeth,” she corrected herself, using the name that Olina had given him, “was in the waste. My village is near the edge, close enough that we can see the dust storms as they rise, but usually far enough that we manage to find water. When that dried up, I risked crossing.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?”

      “I am a water seeker,” she answered. The lack of change of emotion on Olina’s face told Ciara that the woman recognized the term. “I can’t manipulate it, not as some in the village have learned to do, but I detected a vast expanse of water in the middle of the waste.”

      Olina leaned forward, and brought a finger to her lips. “He would not come to those lands, Rider, so where did you see Tenebeth?”

      Ciara thought back to the night she’d fallen from the shelf. She’d nearly died then, and the lizard had come and licked her. But hadn’t she seen the shadow man there as well? He had come, almost like a dream—though that might have been her nearly dying more than anything, moving toward her in swirls of color. And she would have gone with him, drawn to him, had it not been for the blasted lizard licking her.

      “In the desert,” she said.

      But was it the desert? Hadn’t she crossed the waste when they found the shelf, the massive rock that dropped to hard ground far below? The waste was a massive expanse of sand and dunes, but they had crossed the waste before stopping.

      “Not the desert, then,” Olina said as she watched Ciara’s face. “Tell me about him.”

      “There is nothing more to say. He walked with me some of the time.” But not all, and not when the lizard had been with her. At the time, she had thought it strange, but now she wondered if they had been battling for possession of her. Why? What would have happened to her if she would have gone off with the shadow man? Would the lizard have chased her, or would she have needed to choose, much like she ultimately did? “He offered me the chance for…” She paused and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Olina stood and crossed over to Ciara. She rested a hand on the j’na, touching the symbols along the shaft of the spear. “Why does it not? Tenebeth seeks to know what is in your heart, and he will use that to draw you into his plans. So, Rider, what is in your heart?”

      Ciara thought about the offer, the temptation that she’d felt at hearing it. For so long, she had longed to be more than what she was. As nya’shin, the village respected her, but not as they would were she a shaper.

      That was what the shadow man had preyed on. Power. Ability. Strength she didn’t possess. That had been the offer, and she had managed to refuse. Twice.

      Would she be able to refuse a third time if he came for her?

      Olina watched her and shook her head slowly. “You may keep it to yourself, Rider, but you must understand what he wants from you and what he offers. If you cannot, then you will be drawn by him.”

      “If not an elemental, then what is he?” She remembered well the power she felt when she had been near him, one that had turned dark and cold the second time he approached.

      Olina glanced at the sky and then at the stump she’d sat on. “The draasin live in the light. Most within this world does, thriving in the sun.”

      Ciara sniffed, wondering if her people would ever really thrive in the light. They suffered and struggled, but did they thrive? Could they?

      “Tenebeth lives in the dark spaces and opposes the light. He is power, much like the light is power.” Olina frowned. “In some ways, Tenebeth is like an elemental, but different. Much like the light is connected to life, and each elemental a part of that life, so too is Tenebeth, only the connection is different. With each that he claims, his connection strengthens. The same as it does when others call him.” She touched her neck again, and her eyes closed. “But Tenebeth cannot claim the connection to the elementals himself. That was never his power. That is why he needs others, those capable of finding the light, of speaking to it, to do what he cannot. Were he able, he would command the elementals, but he cannot.”

      What Olina told her was almost too much for her to take in. What could she do against a being as strong as the shadow man? For as long as she had lived, she had wanted power, but the power to help her people. When the shadow man had come to her, he had offered her what she wanted, but there would have been a price. Ciara didn’t know what that would be, but she had felt it, a deep sense within her of a toll she wasn’t able to pay.

      But that wasn’t entirely correct. She might have been able to pay the price the shadow man asked of her—all he wanted was for her to go with him, though she suspected it would have required much more than that—but she wasn’t willing.

      “Why does he want me?” Ciara asked.

      “Because you have proven to be a rider. You can call the draasin.”

      She shook her head. “He came to me before I ever called the draasin.”

      Olina sighed. “You must have spoken to the draasin before. Tenebeth only turns his attention on those able to reach for the light.”

      “What about other elementals?”

      “The others are not the draasin.”

      Ciara thought about how the lizard had climbed on the draasin she’d found on the hard waste. Hadn’t the lizard healed the draasin? They had to be related somehow. And Olina still hadn’t answered when she had mentioned the lizard.

      “Then why am I here?” Ciara asked.

      “That is not for me to know. You say the draasin brought you here. Perhaps it is to teach you to call to them, though it seems another has taught you.” Olina touched the j’na again, her fingers lingering on the carving.

      Ciara had never recognized the marks her father made along the side, but the more she learned about how he used his j’na, the more she believed the markings were important.

      “Tell me about these markings then,” Ciara said. “You said they were the markings of someone who fights for the light.”

      “They are. And they are placed by another, but not one who would be found in Rens.”

      “My father placed these carvings on my j’na.”

      Olina’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Then he has trained in Hyaln.”

      Ciara laughed at the idea of her father ever having been anywhere but the village. As far as she knew, he had barely wandered as one of the nya’shin. “My father hasn’t left Rens since he was raised to ala’shin. Before that, he served as nya’shin.”

      “What is a nya’shin?”

      “I am. We are water seekers, gifted by the Stormbringer with the ability to find water. Without the nya’shin, we would long ago have died.”

      And now it didn’t matter. Her people were gone, part of the village destroyed, taken by… who? Ter? Ciara no longer understood anything.

      Olina touched the spear, tracing her fingers down the side. “In Hyaln, we call this jainah. They are the staves of the wise, only given to those who can claim true wisdom.”

      Ciara glanced past Olina to the woman’s spear, leaning against the stump. It was long and slender, but not entirely unlike her j’na. “Is that where you received yours?”

      Olina nodded. “Training in Hyaln is difficult, even for those selected by the enlightened.”

      “What does it mean to be enlightened?”

      Olina shook her head. “The answer belongs to Hyaln.” She tapped the j’na. “This shape is not one I have seen before. There is skill in its making, but it is less ornate than those given to the wise. My jainah took three years and twelve of the wise to carve. There are still messages that I find, though with each year it becomes more difficult.”

      “Well, my j’na took my father…” Ciara trailed off, not certain how long it had taken her father to carve. She had a growing unease within her. Why would the j’na that her father carved be so similar to Olina’s jainah? And why would her father know so much about things he should not? If Olina was right, and if he really needed to have trained in Hyaln to know how to make the carvings, what did that mean? Could her father really have left the village?

      Ciara felt the urge to return to her home, but for reasons she’d never had before. She had thought her people had remained along the edge of the waste, helpless, but if her father had been able to speak to the draasin all along, then they hadn’t been helpless. Why had they stayed?

      Olina turned away and reached for her staff. She pressed it into the ground with each step, and a surge of energy came from it as she did. It was a mixture of heat and pressure, and she felt it inside her in a way that made it hard to breathe.

      “Tell me, Rider, what you learned from your father.”

      Ciara shook her head. “It seems that I didn’t learn much of anything,” she said. Her father might have taught her about her people and about what it took to be nya’shin, but there seemed so much more he had failed to share with her.

      Olina pressed her staff into the ground. Again, Ciara felt the way power surged from it. Heat mixed in.

      Why should Ciara feel it?

      “Not much of anything?” she said. “You called the draasin?”

      “He was there with me. He helped with the summoning.”

      Olina stepped forward again, and this time her staff pressed even deeper. The shaft started glowing with a soft white light. “If that was all him, the draasin would not have allowed you to ride. You would not have been brought to me. He taught you more than you realize.”

      She thought of the tapping, the steady rhythm he had used to draw the draasin, and the familiar way that it had called to her. Ciara had felt something similar as a child, had known that rhythm before and would have been able to dance to it with her eyes closed. Even now, she could feel the solid cadence of the tapping and the emotion that it stirred in her chest.

      Without thinking, she lifted her j’na and pressed it to the ground with a sharp flick of her wrist. The motion was different than what Olina used—hers was a steady pressure into the ground while Ciara used a quick snap—but there came a flash from the j’na and a sizzle of heat that reminded her of Rens.

      Olina smiled and took a step to the side. She pressed again with her staff, and Ciara copied her, snapping her j’na to the ground.

      This time, Ciara felt the surge of power from her j’na that was much like what she’d experienced when summoning the draasin.

      “Yes, you have learned more than you realized.” Olina stopped and leaned on her staff. “The technique is different, but I recognize the teachings of Rolan in the way you press, mixed with Uyrea in the speed. I never was able to master those techniques, which is why I followed Polis.” She lifted her staff again and pressed it deeply into the ground. The grasses around them flattened as if a massive hand pressed down atop them. “Whoever your father might be, it is clear he studied in Hyaln.”

      Olina started away, leaving Ciara standing with her j’na still pressed into the mud. She pulled it out, the end caked with black earth, and trailed after Olina. “Then why did he send me here? If he knew how to summon the draasin, why did he refuse to teach me?”

      Olina paused long enough to look over at Ciara. “You continue to think he refused. From what I can tell, you learned much. Perhaps not the same as you would had you studied in Hyaln, but you have learned the beginnings of how to call to the draasin. Others will follow.”

      She started toward the hillside. “Perhaps you should return to him. You have a technique that I could never replicate, which makes teaching it difficult.”

      “That’s the problem,” Ciara said. “I can’t return to him. The draasin brought me here. I can only believe that they brought me to learn from you.”

      That had to be the reason. Otherwise, why would the draasin have taken her away from her home and brought her to these strange and wet lands where there was nothing familiar?

      Olina leaned on her staff and looked over the town of K’ral. Ciara stopped next to her, waiting for the old woman to say something, perhaps to tell her some secret. But she said nothing.

      From here, K’ral was a large town, much larger than her village, and dozens of people moved through the early morning streets. Smoke trailed up from chimneys scattered throughout the town, and the scent of baking bread rose over the wet earth and green aromas that filled her nostrils.

      “This land is my home now, but it wasn’t always that way,” Olina said. “When I trained in Hyaln, I was one of the wise, skilled in ways that even the enlightened were not.” The smile slipped on her face and she shrugged. Her fingers trailed along the length of her jainah, almost a caress. “None of that matters anymore. I am to serve K’ral.” She tipped her head back and turned to Ciara. “I cannot say why you have been brought to us. Perhaps the draasin know more and could answer were they to return, but it has been many years since they have answered the call of anyone in Tsanth, even from the Hyaln. And maybe that is the reason you are here. Perhaps you are meant to help Tsanth find the draasin again.”

      Ciara couldn’t take her eyes off K’ral. “I need to get home. I need to help my people, my father…”

      “You are here now, Rider. This can be your home.” Olina started down the hillside leading into K’ral.

      Ciara hesitated, holding tightly to her j’na before following. The soft ground squished beneath her foot, and Ciara knew that this would never be her home. Somehow she would have to find a way to reach the draasin again, discover why they had brought her here, and then… Then she needed to return to Rens and find out what had happened to her people. But how, since Olina seemed unwilling to teach?
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      Alena had made it to Rens, immediately feeling the sharp change of the heat that overwhelmed her, nearly sucking the breath out of her lungs. She’d been to Rens often enough since coming to the barracks, and each time, she expected it would get easier, but it never did. Rarely did she come alone, as she was now. When she hunted with Calan, he always enjoyed the search for the draasin, and she had made a point of coming with him, not willing to let him hunt without her.

      Cheneth had paired the hunters, and Calan had chafed under the dictum that he work with Alena. She had made a point of trying to prove herself, knowing he would only judge her on how successful they were in their hunts. Alena had done all she could to stop him from actually harming the draasin, but that had grown increasingly difficult over the past year.

      The shaping she’d attached to Volth had drawn her here, but she didn’t know why. Where was he?

      All around her was more of the same bleak landscape Rens was known for. Not all Rens; there were parts, mostly those that Ter had taken long ago, where grasses grew long and tall, where the spindly icanth trees grew in great rows, holding water like long reeds, and where water actually flowed. Those places had become part of the rest of Ter, absorbed like so much else.

      Alena had always felt there was value in Ter taking on more land. The order provided a lawfulness, and the warriors kept peace. But over time, her feelings on that had changed, tied to the conversations she’d shared with the draasin.

      Ter had attacked in Rens because of the draasin, with the order intending to keep the people of Rens safe from the draasin, but it had soon become something else. Alena hadn’t been a part of the order then and wasn’t sure what she would have done had she been asked to help with those earliest invasions. Would the draasin have reached out to her sooner? It hadn’t been until she had gone to the barracks, until she was faced with the possibility of attacking them, that the draasin had first spoken to her.

      Alena well remembered that first time. The voice had exploded within her mind during a hunt. Wyath had led her, guiding her as she crept up on the draasin, intending only to see one of the creatures, not to actually attack. When the voice had come, she hadn’t known what it was.

      Wyath had. That had been when Alena first knew she was a part of something more, when she learned that there was something beyond even the wisdom of the order.

      Joining the order had been a difficult decision for her. Growing up along the border with Tsanth, she had a different appreciation for other people than what she’d found within Ter, different than what she’d seen from others within Atenas, and that was supposed to be a place of learning, a place where scholars studied and understood the elements, but Alena had discovered there was much they didn’t understand.

      She pushed away thoughts of Atenas and focused on finding Volth. That blasted man had to be here somewhere. Her shaping told her he was near, but she couldn’t find him. She didn’t find anything really. Nothing but heat and the sun.

      Why had she been drawn here, then? What had pulled her here of all places?

      Maybe the connection hadn’t worked as she intended. That would be unusual. It wasn’t a particularly difficult shaping, requiring only a mix of earth and air to follow, but it was possible that Jasn had discovered it and modified it somehow.

      No, she didn’t think he had.

      Then where was he?

      She shifted her focus to earth, listening for a change, but found nothing.

      Not earth then, but could she find him with water? He was tied to water almost as tightly as she was tied to fire, so if she listened with the right sensing, she might be able to detect him.

      Alena focused, straining for water. In these lands, there was no water.

      That wasn’t right, she realized. There was water, but it was faint and trapped deep beneath the earth just over the ridgeline. Alena lifted to the air on a shaping of wind and came to land in the remains of an old village.

      There was nothing else there, nothing that would tell her where to find Volth, but that didn’t change the sense of water.

      She searched among the rubble, looking for why she would be drawn here as she followed the shaping to him. The rock reminded her of an old Rens village, and from the way it piled into a heap, swept over by dust and time, she figured it had been gone for years.

      Running a finger through the dust, she paused. Not years. The dirt around here had been swept, but not by wind and time. It had been moved by an earth shaping, one crafted with subtlety and meant to mask what had happened.

      Her heart quickened and she strained again for water. The sense of it was there, but it was weak and distant, not at all enough to signal that someone lived.

      There had to be another way to search for him. Earth and water sensing weren’t working, but would fire? Alena was better connected to fire than the other elements, and the connection to the draasin had strengthened that bond, adding to her skill.

      Holding fire, she stretched out, using a trick she’d learned when searching for the draasin. It involved focusing on differences in temperature, something that required a subtle touch. Out here in Rens, there was no real difference in the temperature, nothing but the steady heat. But that wasn’t where she detected the hint of moisture. Shifting her focus to reach beneath her, she used fire sensing to delve beneath the ground, sweeping out in a wide arc all around.

      There she detected the variation in temperature, and the change was marked. Massive heat existed beneath the ground. She should have been able to detect it more easily than she had, but she’d been so focused on using a combination of water and earth that she hadn’t.

      What was this place?

      Not only had there been an earth shaping that attempted to obscure it, but there was enough fire beneath the ground to indicate one of the draasin.

      Blast! What if was one of the draasin?

      But one of the draasin wouldn’t be trapped beneath the ground. Something else, then.

      Alena had to know. Using earth, she poured a shaping into the ground, pulling aside rock and lifting it atop the rest of the rubble of the fallen village. It moved slowly, and the effort of the shaping was taxing, draining her quickly. There was no finesse to moving rock like this, nothing but brute-force shaping.

      The farther she went, the more certain she became that there was something deeper in the ground. The earth began to press up against her. No, that wasn’t quite right. It pressed up to assist her. Alena grabbed the rock and pulled, moving with more and more speed, unmindful of the waste of shaping energy. It would take her time to recover, and it might be that she didn’t have time to spare, but whatever—or whoever—was beneath the ground was her focus now.

      A wide cavern opened up beneath her. With a blast of earth and wind, Jasn Volth surged toward her. Blood poured from a deep gash on his head, but that mended as she watched. One arm twisted strangely behind him, bent at a painful angle that rotated around, healing as he came to land on the ground next to her.

      She had known he had skill with water shaping, but skill enough to heal himself like this? Who had such ability? Focusing inward with this intensity wasn’t possible! But then, what Jasn did wasn’t necessarily shaping, was it? The elementals healed him. Hadn’t he said that when he was in Rens, he had wanted to die but couldn’t?

      “How did you find me?”

      She felt the shaping he held, a dangerous collection of earth and wind. After tearing rock from the ground, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to defend against him if he tried to throw her into the pit she’d opened. Unlike him, she didn’t have any ability to heal herself.

      “I tied a shaping to you when we were at the Sanash in case you decided to disappear.”

      He frowned, his brow furrowed. “Normally I’d be upset, but seeing that I wouldn’t have managed to escape without your helping, I don’t think I have that luxury.”

      “What happened?”

      He glanced at the pit. A shaping she didn’t recognize washed away from him. “We came to Hessan, mostly for me. I wanted to see it, to determine what steps to take next. Someone had been here, but I wasn’t able to tell who. When I went into the building”—he looked at the pile of rubble, his frown deepening—“the wall collapsed, burying me. It was all I could do to hold the earth in place so that it didn’t crush me.”

      Alena considered how much earth and rock she’d moved. That should have been enough to crush someone. How had he enough strength to hold it in place?

      “You shouldn’t have been able to hold that much.”

      He grunted. “Don’t sound like you’re disappointed,” he said. “And I wouldn’t have been, but I used one of the marks like Wyath placed in the barracks. The kind that seal in earth.”

      Alena tried to hide her surprise. Using an earth seal, or any seal for that matter, was not a trivial shaping. The shapers who managed to do so had studied and trained for years before succeeding, and mostly on shapings that weren’t so critical. Never would a shaper have started with a shaping designed to keep them alive.

      “It didn’t hold quite as well as I hoped,” Jasn went on. “That’s why I have this.” He pointed to his head. “Had, I guess.”

      “You said ‘we.’”

      He nodded. “Bayan was with me.”

      “Where is she?”

      Jasn shook his head. “I thought she went to find help, but seeing as she’s not with you, I’m not sure.”

      “She wasn’t with you inside the building when it collapsed?”

      “Not inside. And I couldn’t reach her afterward. I think she tried…”

      Jasn went to the edge of the pit and stared down into the earth. Alena stopped next to him, wondering what drew his attention. She would think that after escaping from the rock, he would want nothing more than to leave it alone.

      “There’s something else, Alena.”

      “What?”

      Jasn pointed. “Down there. Don’t you sense it?”

      She frowned and realized that she did. The massive swell of heat was still beneath her. She had found Jasn, but that had been more chance than anything else. What she’d sensed had reminded her of the draasin.

      “I always wondered why they came here, why the attack was so powerful for a place like this. It was different than so many of the others along the border of Rens. The attacks this deep were always more ferocious.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He smiled tightly. “Now I think I understand. It doesn’t change the fact that so many died, but at least I understand.”

      “Volth?”

      “That’s what you’re sensing, Alena,” he said. “Down there. The heat. I sensed it as well.”

      “The draasin?”

      “Not the draasin. Eggs. This is their nest.”
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      When Jasn first felt the stirring of rock above him, he’d allowed himself hope. The shaping came slowly and with great strength. Maybe Bayan hadn’t abandoned him as he feared. Where was that damn woman? She should have at least tried something to get him free, but then, maybe she thought him dead. Many had been left for dead in Rens over the years—what was one more shaper, even one they called the Wrecker of Rens? Then the rock continued to move, peeling away from him and easing his shaping. He pushed outward, flexing with earth until it exploded away from him, freeing him from the weight that had nearly crushed him. With a shaping of earth and wind, he leapt from the cavern to find Alena.

      She stood at the base of the cavern, glowing with a red-hot shaping of fire, one that Jasn doubted he could maintain. “What did you see when you were down here?”

      “Honestly? I saw nothing but rock. I was trying my best to keep it from crushing me.” The irony wasn’t lost on him. All the time spent over the past year willing to die, and then he was crushed under the weight of Rens collapsing on him. Had he known that was the way to succeed, he might have tried it sooner. Now, though, he wanted answers, not death.

      “I feel the egg but can’t find where it is.”

      Jasn closed his eyes and reluctantly dropped to the ground within the cavern. It should be safer now that Hessan wasn’t trying to fall on his head, but he still didn’t like the memory of what had happened to him here. With Alena’s shaping, he could see. When he had been here alone, there had been only darkness. How long had he been there, waiting to find out what would happen, waiting to find out when his shaping would finally give out and the rock would crush him? Hours? Nearly a day?

      The sun was at nearly the same angle as it had been before, making him wonder if it had been a day. How had he managed to maintain the shaping so long? Fatigue alone should have led to his failure.

      But maybe he hadn’t maintained the shaping by himself. He hadn’t died, and from what he’d discovered of the water elementals, they had some interest in keeping him alive. One of these days, he’d learn to speak to them and finally ask why. For now, he should be grateful.

      “There’s at least two,” Jasn said, brushing past Alena and sensing the heat rising from her body, fully aware of how powerful a shaper she was. “There might be another, but I’m not as skilled with fire as some.” The realization of what they were had come to him slowly while trapped, but he hadn’t been able to reach them. Not without help.

      She smiled tightly and slid forward, moving into the dark shadows of the cavern. It was much larger than he’d assumed and extended far beneath the surface of what had been Hessan. No air moved, nothing that would signal there was an outside access.

      Caverns such as this didn’t frighten him, not as they once did. As a child growing up in the Gholund Mountains, Lachen had often led them into the caves worked into the mountainside, telling him tales of monsters that lived within, frightening him. He remembered a time when they had come across such a monster, the way the golden eyes glowed deep within the cave, and he’d run out, terrified. Lachen had run after him, no less scared. The wolf that emerged was no monster, at least not of the sort that Jasn had come to imagine, but it was no less frightening.

      There was something about this cavern that unsettled him, though not in a way he could put a finger on. There was power here, and the heat pressed on him, hotter even than above ground, where the sun baked the rest of Rens, but neither bothered him. As much as he trusted that Alena could speak to the draasin, he didn’t want to get between one and her eggs.

      “We should leave,” he whispered.

      “We’ve never found a nest,” Alena said. “We’ve found draasin of all sizes, but never a nest. We haven’t even confirmed that they hatch from eggs.”

      Jasn sniffed. “I thought we’d found enough fragments to prove it.”

      Alena stepped forward, waving her arms excitedly. “Not with any certainty. There haven’t even been any sightings. This would be the first.”

      “I’m thinking about what happens when she returns,” Jasn said. He had noticed the heat when he’d been trapped, but now it seemed it was increasing.

      Jasn saw the first draasin egg. It was nearly two feet tall and oblong, resting on the ground at an angle. It was scaled, much like the draasin, and pulled the heat from Alena’s hand toward it, as if feeding on her fire.

      Jasn grabbed for her hand and pulled her back.

      Alena glared at him.

      “Don’t you sense it?” he asked.

      “Sense what?”

      Jasn positioned himself to get in front of the egg, blocking Alena from reaching for it. “Don’t you sense the way that it’s pulling on fire? What do you think will happen if you touch it?” Would it draw so much fire from her that she couldn’t tolerate it?

      The ground trembled for a moment and he looked up, wondering if Alena was shaping earth, but she seemed as surprised as him. When it came again, rock and debris fell from overhead and crashed into the ground, sending up a spray of dust.

      “I thought I was done with this place crashing down on me,” he muttered.

      Alena leaned around him and reached toward the egg. Fire trickled from her, easing away. When the shaping touched the egg, the egg pulled on it, dragging it from her. Her shaping intensified, growing more and more as the egg pulled it away from her. Alena gasped and the color in her skin faded.

      Jasn touched her hand; it had gone cold. She shook, trembling as the fire shaping was drawn from her. It was enormous, pulled with such strength that Jasn couldn’t imagine her surviving.

      “Let go of the shaping!”

      Alena looked up at him, her eyes wide and scared. “I. Can’t.”

      Jasn turned from Alena to the draasin egg. If he did nothing, the egg would continue to pull fire from her, and he didn’t think she would be able to survive what was happening, especially not after what she’d gone through to save him.

      Could he separate the egg from her shaping?

      Not with fire. If he used fire, he risked the egg pulling on him the same as it did on her. Earth and water countered fire. Could he shape it strongly enough to help?

      But how?

      Jasn pulled on earth and water, twisting them together as he readied a shaping. How could he use it to help Alena?

      Her lips had gone blue. She no longer trembled but was stiff and still. The draasin was pulling the remaining life from her.

      Damn! He had to try something.

      Earth was too risky, but water he could use, especially if he could reach for the elementals. Only, he still had no idea how to reach them consistently.

      He took her hands and readied water alone. Jasn wasn’t sure water would be enough, not to counter the fire shaping that was being pulled by a creature that was pure fire. He needed help, but would he get it?

      Please help, he begged as he readied the shaping.

      Water surged from him, flowing into Alena. Her body was cold, and the clinical part of his mind, the part that had been trained by the healer guild, couldn’t find anything particularly wrong with her. There was nothing but the effect of her shaping. He sensed her fatigue and the way the shaping pulled strength from her, but he couldn’t find anything else that might be wrong.

      Yet he sensed her life leaching away. Every moment he waited, she grew weaker.

      Jasn pulled on water and forced healing into her. There was no time for gentle healing; doing so only risked her failing. So he shoved water into Alena, using that to push life back into her.

      For a moment, he thought it worked. Warmth returned, but it was fleeting.

      Jasn swore to himself. If he could only speak to the damn elementals, he might be able to get her help. Wouldn’t water elementals be able to counter whatever the draasin egg was doing to her?

      Only, he couldn’t seem to reach them, not as he had when he’d used their strength to heal Wyath, or even Ifrit. It was as if they didn’t listen or refused to answer.

      “Alena can help, damn you!” he swore at the egg.

      He pulled on the shaping, drawing more and more water, but he didn’t pull on it enough.

      Alena fell.

      Jasn held on to her hands, squeezing them tightly as she dropped, keeping her from hitting the ground.

      Please.

      He begged whatever elemental might listen, not knowing how to reach them, only that he had to. His strength faded; he didn’t have enough to keep pushing water into her, and if he didn’t have help, she would die. Jasn didn’t want to be the reason Alena died, not if he could help it. Too many had died around him, so many that he hadn’t been able to save in spite of his gifts.

      What had he done before when using the shaping that had healed Wyath? Nothing that was different than any other time he had healed, or was it?

      Damn the elementals anyway! If they weren’t willing to help when he needed, and if they were willing to let Alena die, then maybe he didn’t want to speak to them.

      But he wasn’t willing to let her die.

      There was another shaping, but it was risky. He’d focused on pushing water into Alena in the healing, but he could add earth. Doing that risked losing control, and earth wasn’t the same. Jasn had seen a way that it could work but had never attempted it.

      If he did nothing, it wouldn’t matter anyway.

      He mixed earth into water, using the draw of the life all around him. This had been the key, he suspected, and when he’d suggested the shaping before, he had been surrounded by others he could borrow from. Now there was only him. Hopefully doing this wouldn’t weaken him so much that he died.

      Damn her for risking herself so foolishly.

      He turned his shaping inward. Most claimed that shapings couldn’t be used on the shaper, but Jasn had seen that wasn’t the case. Water shaping worked for him, and he imagined that the others would as well. Now he had to test the earth shaping on himself.

      Jasn layered it quickly, using water to stabilize what he did, drawing strength from himself and pulling it through the shaping and over to Alena. The work weakened him, but there wasn’t any other choice.

      A connection between them formed. As it did, Jasn shared in what was happening to Alena. He sensed the pain, the agony she felt as the draasin egg sucked life from her. He gasped, feeling his own life and warmth sucked from him by the draasin. How could something so small have such a profound effect on him?

      He needed more time, but that required separating the connection. Jasn released water, but nothing changed. He tried letting go of earth, but the shaped connection between them remained.

      Jasn realized his mistake. He had thought to help Alena, to heal her, but the connection he’d formed between them did nothing more than weaken them both. The draasin would pull from both of them, tearing out not only her life but his too.
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      Jasn staggered, falling to the floor of the cavern next to Alena. She stared at him, eyes glassy, probably already dead. No, not dead yet. If she was dead, he would feel that through the connection. Much longer and he would be dead.

      The magic dragged on him, the connection he’d formed to Alena pulling both ways so that her fire shaping latched onto him, dragging fire away from him. The pull was enormous, strong enough that Jasn couldn’t resist; there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      After all this time, he would finally die. And it would be one of the draasin to kill him.

      He let out a soft sigh and crawled forward. If he was going to die, he would like to see the draasin egg up close and know what it was that killed him.

      He’d thought it a simple egg that shared the coloring of the draasin and the scales, but up close, he could see variations to it, a pattern that swirled along the outside of the shell. Jasn reached for the egg, his arm cold. His joints weren’t working right, as if the heat sucked from him prevented him from moving as he should. When his hand settled on the draasin egg, he found it warm and smoother than he would have expected.

      Of course it would be warm. The draasin sucked heat and life from him, from Alena, and for what? What did his fire do that helped the draasin?

      Jasn leaned against the egg, resting his head on it for warmth. At least he would have that as he died.

      But… he wasn’t dying. The weakness he’d felt and the cold torment of his joints began to lessen, and strength slowly eased back into him.

      Jasn took a shaky breath and as he inhaled, he drew in more vitality.

      “Now you help?” he said, as if the elementals could even answer.

      He looked over at Alena but realized he didn’t need to. The connection between them told him she was coming around as well. Color returned to her cheeks and warmth returned to her body. Did the draasin lose warmth as they gained it, or did the water elementals somehow help with that as well?

      Jasn stayed close to the egg, resting on it since he had no idea of what else he could do. It wasn’t as if his warmth helped the draasin, but he wasn’t sure that his body would respond to him as he wanted it to, either. Moments passed before he heard Alena take in a quick breath of air, and she slowly opened her eyes before sitting up and staring at him.

      “What did you do?” The accusation in her voice was thick, and Jasn didn’t like the way she came across.

      “What did I do? Nothing other than try to help you.”

      She leaned to the side, resting her hand on the ground as she did, wobbling a little. Her gaze stopped on the draasin and she let out a pent-up breath. “You didn’t destroy it.”

      Jasn laughed. “Destroy the egg? I knew what would happen to me if I considered it,” he said, “and to be honest, I didn’t even think of it.” Destroying the egg might have been easier. That way, he could have stopped whatever it was that drew on his and Alena’s ability to pull fire.

      “How?” She scooted closer toward him.

      Not to him, he decided, but to the egg.

      “I don’t know,” he answered.

      But he thought he did. The draw of fire was still there. He detected how the draasin egg still pulled the element, mostly from Alena. When he’d been near death, he had felt the way the draasin dragged all his shaping energy from him, but now the water elementals helped restore him, flooding him with water-infused strength. Jasn didn’t know if it would last, but maybe it would be enough for them to discover a way to slow the draasin.

      Alena reached for the egg. This time, he didn’t stop her. What did it matter anyway? The draasin had done as much as it could to them, hadn’t it?

      “The shell. It’s almost soft,” she said, her voice coming out in a whisper. She ran her hand along the glowing shell. “And it’s warm. Do you think it’s because it pulls fire from me?”

      “Us,” Jasn corrected.

      She looked at him askance.

      “It’s drawing fire, and I think it’s drawing it off both of us.”

      “How is it managing that?”

      “My stupidity,” Jasn said. He should have known better than to forge the connection between the two of them, especially without knowing what it would do to him, but he’d thought… What? That he could overpower the fire shaping of a draasin?

      And for all the help he’d wanted from water elementals, he hadn’t gotten any real assistance until his life had been in danger, not Alena’s. Why had they helped before when he’d been healing others? The elementals had aided him when he healed Thenas, and Wyath, and even Ifrit. Why not Alena?

      More questions. Maybe he would never get the answers, would be left only with ongoing questions.

      Alena lifted her hand off the draasin egg and watched him for a moment. Her deep blue eyes widened and she shook her head, slowly at first. “What did you do? Why can I sense the way fire is pulled from you? Why can I sense you more completely than I ever have before?”

      Jasn sniffed. “I thought you were a skilled shaper. Can’t you tell what I did?”

      “There’s nothing that would do this unless you used the water elementals. Is that what you did? Is that how I sense you now?”

      “The damn water elementals didn’t answer when I tried reaching for them,” Jasn said. “So I used water and earth and worked the shaping on myself, thinking I could use that to help you. As it turns out, it didn’t work quite like that.”

      “You shouldn’t be able to work a shaping on yourself,” she said.

      “Why not? I’ve used water shapings on myself before—”

      “Those were aided by the elementals.”

      Jasn wasn’t completely convinced that they were. “So I tried this. And it tied us together, and then I wasn’t able to overcome what the draasin was doing to you. So like I said, my stupidity.”

      Sitting next to her had given him time to recoup his strength, time enough that he felt he might be able to get up and leave the cavern. Maybe enough to shape his way out of Rens, but perhaps not much more than that.

      “We can’t leave it here,” Alena said.

      Jasn snorted. “You want to take a draasin egg out of here? Do you want the draasin to come after us?”

      She shot him a sharp look that silenced him. “You do remember that I can speak to them? When the mother comes for the egg, then we’ll give it back. But I’m not so certain any draasin will be coming for these. Think of how they were trapped beneath the ground. There was no way the draasin would have reached them.”

      Jasn looked around, wondering if that was completely true. There might be another way to access this cavern. Or there might have been, before the walls had caved in, leaving what had been the draasin nest damaged.

      “Where are the others?” he asked. When Alena looked at him, eyes full of a question, Jasn explained, “There were three eggs here that I sensed while trapped. Where are the others?”

      Alena stood, touching the top of the egg again, as if to reassure herself that it was safe and whole, before walking toward the fallen debris. “I can’t tell. They might have been damaged when the cavern started to fall.”

      Jasn tried fire sensing, but the egg overwhelmed his ability to feel anything other than it. “I can’t tell either, but what if Mama returns for her eggs and one is missing and the others are damaged? Do you think you can explain that to her? I know you’re connected to them, but how deep does that connection run? Would the draasin understand if you explain an accident and that you had nothing to do with what happened to their eggs?”

      The ground rumbled again and Jasn was thrown to the side. Alena leapt past him, going for the egg and lifting it with a shaping of earth and wind. The egg was nearly as tall as her torso, but she managed to hold it to her without falling.

      “We need to get out of here,” Alena said. “Before the rest of the cavern falls down on us.”

      Jasn glanced at the egg. They shouldn’t take it with them, but he doubted Alena would leave it behind. “Fine. What do you plan to do once we leave?”

      The ground trembled again and she tipped her head toward the clear sky overhead. “Outside.”

      Jasn grunted and lifted to the air with a shaping of wind and earth, coming to land on the lip overlooking the cavern. Alena floated up from the floor of the cavern after him, still clutching the draasin egg. In the bright sunlight, the purple and red scales appeared almost pure black.

      “That was—” Alena didn’t get a chance to finish.

      The ground rumbled beneath them, and then a piece of rock exploded into the air. Jasn shaped earth and pushed away, protecting them from flying debris before jumping in front of Alena to help her. Some pieces managed to get through, spraying across his face and tearing his skin. One punched into his shoulder and went clear through, almost like a spear.

      Jasn bit back a scream but already began to feel his flesh mending. The connection to the water elementals was strong since they’d come across the draasin egg, and he healed even more quickly than usual.

      For earth to fly with such force, it had to have been shaped, but where were the shapers? Who would attack?

      Rens had no shapers, at least not like Ter. They had some ability to use the elements, but their ability was different from his and required time for it to build. Jasn had never learned how Rens shaping worked, and he knew that they weren’t completely helpless, but they also shouldn’t be able to hide from them.

      He saw nothing to explain the shaping.

      He turned back to Alena. “Where do you intend to go?”

      “I don’t intend to go anywhere. I needed your help with one of the draasin. That was the reason that I came here in the first place.”

      “What do you want to do with the egg?”

      Wind swirled around them, and the earth surged again. There was no doubting that it was shaped now, but who?

      “The barracks,” she said.

      “Are you certain that’s wise? How many know about your abilities?”

      “It’s not only my ability. There are others with similar skills. Eldridge. Wyath. Maybe even Cheneth—”

      The rock exploded from the ground again, spraying toward them. They were being targeted by someone near enough to know where they were. Jasn pulled on wind. Earth might work, but he was weakened from what had happened with the draasin and wasn’t sure he would be strong enough to stop the rock by using earth alone. Wind could redirect it, though, and he sent the rocks showering into the cavern below.

      “Fine. Then we need to go. I don’t know how long we can hold off this attack.” And he didn’t know if the attack would follow them. If it did, he might not be able to keep them safe. “Can you shape to travel?”

      “I will have to,” she said.

      Her shaping built with ferocious energy, lightning streaked from the cloudless sky, and she disappeared with the thunder.

      Jasn waited, watching to see if the attack would follow her or if it would remain focused on him. Another blast built, stronger than the last. This time, Jasn recognized something in the shaping. Could this be Lachen’s attack? Had the damn man learned of the draasin eggs?

      Without waiting for an answer, Jasn pulled a mixture of each of the elements together, binding them so that he could travel on lightning, and streaked after Alena.

      As he landed in the shaper circle in the barracks, he was surprised to see Alena wasn’t there yet. Had the attack followed her? She should have managed to travel fast enough that it couldn’t reach her, but what if she wasn’t able to? What if carrying the draasin egg had slowed her or had leached enough strength that she couldn’t finish the shaping?

      Unless she had stopped someplace else with the draasin egg. That made more sense than the other possibilities, though he wouldn’t have been all that surprised to learn that the attack had trailed after her. Throwing around that much earth might be a simple shaping, but it took strength. He wouldn’t have been able to do that much earth shaping after what he’d been through. Stars, it might be days before he’d be able to do much of anything.

      No one else was near the shaper circle in the barracks. Water and earth sensing told him others were here, but not where they might be.

      Another shaping built and he stepped away from the shaper circle, expecting Alena to return, but she was not here.

      Calan landed in a flash of light and looked at Jasn with a dark smile. “What are you doing here?”

      “Returning with Alena from a mission,” he said. He wouldn’t be the one to tell Calan what they had been doing, but he couldn’t hide from him the fact that they’d been gone. He might be covered in blood anyway, his clothing torn during the attack and in their efforts to keep the draasin egg from killing them.

      “You look like you died,” Calan observed.

      “I’ve looked worse.”

      He laughed and clapped Jasn on the shoulder. “So I hear. Were you able to help Ifrit?”

      Jasn glanced back at the barracks before answering. “Ifrit should be fine. I was able to heal her, though I haven’t had a chance to check on her again since I left with Alena.”

      Calan nodded and started toward the center of the barracks. As he did, another shaping built, and Jasn looked to the shaper circle in time to see Alena arrive. She still clutched the draasin egg to her, and her eyes went wide when she saw Calan.

      Calan stopped and turned toward her. A tight smile spread across his face. “Is that…” He stepped forward, ignoring Jasn, and touched the scaled surface of the egg. “Blast! It is! You’ve managed to find one of the draasin eggs?”

      Alena backed away, silently staring at Calan, her eyes wide with unease.
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        Was it Commander Lachen or his predecessor who decided to train hunters of the draasin? It surprises that they have been successful, which suggests they had additional help. Atenas has never been that competent.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena clutched the draasin egg, feeling the heat pulsing from it. Holding on to the egg had required every ounce of her focus and delayed her arrival. Had she more strength, she might have traveled to someplace deeper in the forest, perhaps even to the other draasin pen, where she could use the stone to mask the egg’s presence, but she wasn’t sure she would be able to handle the shaping if she did that—traveling on such a shaping required focus, even more when she was less certain of the destination—so instead, she brought herself back to the barracks.

      Calan watched her, took a step toward her. Alena wasn’t sure what the man intended, but she’d seen the way he attacked the draasin with furious rage in the past, and she wasn’t about to let him have the egg before she had the chance to study it and understand how it had nearly killed her.

      “What do you intend to do with it?” Calan asked.

      Volth stepped between her and Calan, and she felt his shaping building. That she did made her nearly drop the egg again. It wasn’t that he used a blunt shaping—if his time in the barracks had done anything, it was to turn him into a subtle shaper—but because of whatever he’d done to heal her.

      “What does it matter?” Alena stepped away from the shaper circle. She couldn’t go anywhere now anyway, not without using strength she simply didn’t have, but she could use the strength of the barracks. There were others here who understood what they were trying to do, if only they were here.

      Calan eyed the egg, his gaze lingering on it longingly before coming up to her face. “It matters. Where did you find it, at least?”

      “Rens,” she said, and wished she hadn’t. If Calan went searching for eggs, his hunt would take on a different twist, a darkness that she had hoped to protect the draasin from. Calan was skilled and might be able to destroy fully grown draasin, but it was difficult even for him. Destroying draasin eggs would be something else entirely. He wouldn’t have to risk himself to do it, not as they did with the adults.

      “Rens?” He turned toward the south as if he intended to jump on a shaping to find eggs of his own.

      The only thing that protected the eggs was how difficult they had been to find. But knowing they were buried and what a draasin nest looked like gave them an advantage.

      “Let me examine it,” Calan went on.

      “Cheneth first,” Volth said. “And then he can decide—”

      Calan rounded on Volth, building a powerful shaping. To Volth’s credit, he faced Calan without flinching. Most within the barracks feared and respected Calan, but then again, Alena didn’t think Volth was like the others. He had faced nightmares for months with the threat of death hanging over him, almost as if he wanted it, so what was a man like Calan when faced with that?

      “You should return to your studies. You have barely passed the first trial.” Calan’s eyes narrowed and he leaned into Volth. “Do not think I will be as soft with you for the second.”

      Volth smiled and placed his hands out in front of him and pressed. Earth and water surged through him, forcing Calan back. There was nothing subtle about that shaping.

      “And you should be more careful,” Volth said. There was a hint of menace in his tone, enough for her to recognize that he would have been terrifying while in Rens. How had she thought otherwise? She knew what they’d called him; he probably had earned his nickname many times over while he was there. His tone shifted, and he lowered his hands. “Touching the egg is dangerous.”

      Calan glanced at the draasin egg.

      “The draasin somehow attempts to feed on the shaping,” Jasn went on.

      Alena felt her stomach drop. Would Volth reveal to Calan what had happened? That she had been foolish, attempting to shape the egg after discovering that something was off when she did? She should have known better, but she had been drawn to shape fire toward it, almost as if the draasin within the egg called to her. Then again, that might have been what had happened. Could the draasin speak to her, even before fully formed?

      There was still so much about the draasin that she didn’t know, and she felt at their mercy. They were powerful and nearly overwhelmed her mind, and if she didn’t learn some measure of control, she would be bound to suffer again.

      “Feed on shaping? What kind of a fool are you?” Calan’s aggressive posture had shifted, as if Volth shaping him had calmed him somewhat. Alena had expected it to do the opposite, especially with what she knew of Calan. The man was nothing if not prideful.

      Jasn only shrugged. “The kind who survived a year on the front. The kind who knows when to listen.” Jasn shrugged again. “So what kind of fool are you?” he asked, his voice dropping.

      Alena watched Jasn as much as she watched Calan, seeing a different side to him. Calan wouldn’t take well to such goading.

      Calan looked from Volth to the egg and finally to Alena. “Take it to Cheneth. You will tell him that I deserve the same opportunity to study the egg as others.”

      With that, Calan turned away and marched back toward his dorm.

      Alena sighed when he had disappeared. “Had he touched the egg…”

      “I don’t think I could have saved him,” Jasn said, letting out a deep breath. As he did, his shoulders sagged slightly, and she saw him as the student that he’d been. Less powerful, somehow. A part of her wished for that other—the Wrecker of Rens—to return. “Didn’t help to piss him off like that, but I’m not sure I had any other choice.”

      “No. You did not.”

      Alena looked back and saw Cheneth emerging from the trees. His gray hair was wild and a sheen of sweat coated him as if he had run a long distance. He slipped his spectacles from a pocket and placed them on his face, and it seemed as if he shrank when he did that, as if a part of him faded.

      Where had he come from? He could shape, though from what Alena had seen, he was like most of the scholars and weakly gifted, even if he had potential. But it was his mind that mattered, not his ability to shape.

      “Where have you been?” she asked.

      “It no longer matters. Not with what you have brought us.”

      Cheneth approached and held his hand above the draasin egg, careful not to touch it. He tilted his head and whispered something softly. “You managed to hold it,” he said softly.

      Alena started to nod but caught herself. Cheneth hadn’t been surprised by the egg, she realized. “You’ve seen them before.”

      Cheneth nodded once. “There have been others found, though never quite this lovely. Look at the way the scales catch the light. It will be a beautiful creature.”

      “How can you tell?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth pointed toward the egg, still not touching it. “Do you see these lines?”

      Alena leaned in and stared at the egg. She hadn’t noticed the lines before, but now that she did, she saw they split the draasin egg in half, as if a seam wound around the egg.

      “These will be the wings. As far as we know, they form from the shell, you see. So this draasin will have this beautiful coloring.” Cheneth looked up from studying the egg and caught Alena’s eye. “How is it that you manage to hold it?”

      Alena swallowed. There was no use lying to Cheneth, especially if he already knew about the draasin egg and how difficult it was to carry. “I nearly died, Cheneth,” she said softly.

      Cheneth motioned for them to walk, leading them down one of the side streets through the barracks. Alena noted that it led to his dorm.

      “That is what happened to the others who tried,” he said.

      Alena almost stumbled. “You knew what could happen? Why not warn me?”

      Cheneth took a deep breath and pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Warn you? Alena, I never expected you to discover one. These are frighteningly difficult to find, and rare. We know so little about how often the draasin mate, but the number of draasin we’ve found tells us it’s not often.”

      “Why should elementals have to mate?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth glanced over his shoulder and met Volth’s eyes. “What is that?”

      Jasn nodded toward the egg. “If the draasin are elementals, and the elementals are beings of power derived from the elements, why should they have to mate? Shouldn’t they simply, I don’t know, be?”

      Cheneth smiled as they stopped in front of his door. He used a complex series of shapings, pressing into them. It wasn’t until the door opened that Alena realized just how complicated the shapings were. She wondered why he needed such complicated protections in the first place.

      She watched as Cheneth made his way into his dorm, settling into a chair in front of the hearth. There was so much she didn’t know about the man. Like most of the scholars, he shrouded himself in mystery.

      Volth closed the door and with a wave of his hand from the chair, Cheneth sealed the door. Not only the door, but the entire room.

      Blast. Even knowing him all this time, had she underestimated him?

      “The question is a reasonable one,” Cheneth finally said. “And one those who know about the elementals have struggled with for years. When draasin are destroyed, what happens to fire? Does it weaken? And if the draasin can be destroyed, can the others?” Cheneth leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      Volth took a seat across from him, but Alena remained standing, still clutching the draasin egg. Until she knew it was safe, she didn’t want to set it down.

      “That question can lead in other directions, as well,” Cheneth said. “If the draasin weren’t destroyed, would they continue to reproduce? Would fire become more powerful?”

      Volth frowned, his brow furrowing as he considered the answer. Alena had noted that Volth had a quick mind, and she was not surprised that he followed Cheneth, but why hadn’t the same questions come to her? She was the one able to speak to the draasin.

      “Fire has not become more or less powerful over the years,” Volth said. “I presume the elementals have always been there, but the draasin have not always been hunted. And the other elementals are not so… obvious. As you said, we don’t know if they can be destroyed.”

      Cheneth smiled. “Where does that leave us?”

      Jasn shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “Maybe there’s only so much power to be had. If draasin are destroyed, then the connection to fire goes elsewhere. Maybe to fire shapers?”

      “That is one way of thinking of it,” Cheneth said.

      “You don’t think that’s what happens?” Alena asked.

      Cheneth shook his head. “To those who know of the elementals, we don’t think that elemental power shifts to man, but that doesn’t mean it can’t shift to other elementals.”

      “How many fire elementals are there?” Jasn asked.

      “Ah, now you ask the right questions.”

      Jasn grunted. “Unless this darkness Lachen mentions can take elemental power. That might be another reason for power to shift.”

      Cheneth sat up in his chair and pulled his glasses off his face. As he did, he seemed to become something more. Alena didn’t have words to describe it, only that he was greater than the elderly scholar she knew.

      “Tell me, Jasn Volth, what does the commander know of the darkness?”

      “I don’t know. He said there is darkness coming and that we must be ready. That’s why he sent me here.”

      Cheneth let out a sigh and pressed his hands together over his chest, letting his eyes go closed. “Commander,” he said, speaking mostly to himself, “what secrets have you learned in your short time in power?”

      Alena waited for Cheneth to say something more, but he didn’t. He sat with his fingers steepled together for so long that she began to wonder if he’d fallen asleep. “Cheneth?” she asked.

      He shook himself and pushed his glasses back on, receding once more as he did. “Yes. Now, about that egg,” he started, as if there had never been a darker conversation taking place. “How is it that you survived?”

      Alena glanced down at the egg. The warmth radiating from it was reassuring in some ways, but the fact that she was touching the draasin’s wings made her slightly uncomfortable. What would happen if the hatchling began unfolding those wings? She wasn’t able to speak to it yet, and she knew that even young draasin could be dangerous, so she didn’t want to have to attack it or even subdue it with stone chains before it knew why.

      “Jasn saved me,” she said. “Without him, I would have died.”

      Cheneth looked over at Jasn, sitting with one leg crossed over the other. He watched them both with an unreadable expression, but she knew his mind was working through something. She could see it in the way his eyes darted from Cheneth and then back to her.

      “Healing of some sort then?” Cheneth said. He pursed his lips together. “Tied to the elemental, I presume. You were able to use water elementals to heal her?”

      Jasn shook his head. “I tried. It didn’t work.”

      That was the first Alena had heard of that.

      “Then what?”

      Jasn met her eyes as if forced. “I used water mixed with earth to forge a connection between us. The water elemental healed me and helped me draw away some of the effect the draasin had on Alena.”

      He had forced a connection to her. At the time, she hadn’t understood what it meant. Maybe still didn’t. Her mind was too foggy from the ordeal. She couldn’t even be mad. Had he not, she didn’t doubt she would have died. “Is that why I still feel so tired?”

      Jasn seemed to hesitate before nodding. “I think the draasin continues to borrow fire shaping from you. I’m not sure why.”

      “Neither am I,” she said.

      “It seeks to hatch,” Cheneth answered. “Without fire, at least without enough fire, it cannot.”

      “We need to find one of the draasin…” she started.

      “Those that can help, hide.”

      “Because they will be used,” Alena said. Cheneth frowned. “We saw it. Wyath and I. The draasin freed from the pen was drawn away from here, but not to safety. I followed it, and when we found it, there was a…” Alena paused, trying to think of the right word. “A shadow figure riding it.”

      “Shadow?” Jasn asked. When she nodded, he said, “Not Rens?”

      Cheneth closed his eyes again. “I thought we had more time, but it appears we do not. Could the student’s attack have weakened her enough for Tenebeth to make his move here?”

      “Tenebeth?” Volth asked.

      Cheneth’s eyes opened. “There are things that I have tried to understand. That is the reason that I came here in the first place, but the answers weren’t to be found here, even with the drive to hunt elementals. Who would have believed that a mythical threat could be real?”

      “What are you saying, Cheneth?” she asked. “What is this Tenebeth?”

      He sighed. “It is what none of us are ready for. The reason for this endless war, I think, though I do not yet know how. The elementals know something, but even they have not provided answers.”

      “Cheneth?” Alena asked.

      He sighed again, “Tenebeth is a name from the old tongue for the darkness. A creature that opposes the light.”

      “Creature?” Jasn asked. “Like the draasin?”

      “Not like the draasin. The draasin are elementals, drawn from the power of the elements. Tenebeth is different. Greater in some ways, but limited, too. There have always been those with access to the darkness, much like there are those who access the light.”

      Alena wondered if that was what Cheneth thought those able to speak to the elementals were. She didn’t feel particularly connected, but what did she really know?

      “Which are you?” Jasn asked Cheneth.

      Cheneth frowned.

      Jasn leaned forward, nodding at Cheneth. “I’ve seen the power you possess, old man. Tell me, which are you?”

      Cheneth pulled his glasses from his face and changed. Alena suddenly understood what she saw. He appeared brighter, more real, if that were possible. “Tell me, Jasn Volth, Wrecker of Rens, voice of water, what do you think?”

      Alena took a step toward Cheneth, not willing to let go of the egg. The warmth pulsing through it seemed to flow with the beating within her chest, and she felt its steady draw of fire from her. She should be more weakened from it—there were limits to shaping, after all—but the fact that she wasn’t told her that whatever connection Jasn had forged between them still held, giving her the strength she needed to keep going. What would happen if that connection failed? Would she be too weak to shape, or would she be able to find a way to continue?

      And what would happen to the draasin egg? Would it draw all her strength and leave her dead? That was what it had felt like when she’d been in the cavern. The egg had pulled all the shaping from her, draining more than what she’d ever thought herself capable of pulling, to the point where it began drawing her heat. Jasn had saved her with the connection and the healing it brought.

      “What are you, Cheneth?” she asked. She couldn’t take her eyes off him now that she saw it. He practically glowed. “You’re no scholar, are you? And not a warrior—”

      “No, I am neither. Where I come from, I am considered one of the enlightened.”
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        If the war persists, it will spill over into Tsanth. From there, Hyaln will have no choice but to get involved.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara had managed to find one hard surface on the outskirts of K’ral. It was located at the base of a collection of massive boulders, which were stacked to the north of the town as if placed there.  She climbed to the top, feeling each stone shift as she did. It was not nearly as high or the view nearly as dizzying as what she’d experienced while in Rens, but she hoped to use the rock and see if she could find a way to call the draasin. All she needed was for it to answer, then maybe it would realize she needed to return to Rens.

      The rock she stood upon was unstable and rocked softly each time she moved her feet, but none of the others were large enough to support her. She held her j’na carefully, not willing to release the shaft of the spear, and snapped the spear into the rock as she had seen her father do. The spear bounced off the stone, sending her rocking slightly, forcing her to steady herself before she could take the next step.

      The next time, the same thing happened. Ciara snapped the spear, and then she felt the stone beneath her move, requiring that she position her feet in just such a way that she didn’t slip. Maintaining balance took most of her focus, and she doubted she would be able to continue with the regular pattern her father had demonstrated when they had called the draasin, but the ground all around the village was too soft for her to try summoning the draasin anywhere else.

      “What are you doing?”

      Nevan stood on the ground beneath the stack of rocks, watching her with a bemused expression. He had dark eyes that appeared even darker from the way the sun slanted overhead, and the curious smile slipped as she snapped the shaft of her spear into the stone once more.

      Nothing happened. At least not as she needed it to happen. There was no sense of power and no rhythm, and that had seemed to be the key when she had summoned the draasin before. If she couldn’t replicate that, then the whole exercise was pointless.

      “Apparently nothing.” Ciara carefully made her way down and stopped next to Nevan. As usual, he wore a dark robe similar to the one Olina had lent her, but Nevan’s fit him snugly, revealing his muscular frame. In some ways, he reminded her of Fas.

      “Do you know what these are?” he asked.

      Ciara shook her head. “Am I supposed to?”

      Nevan pointed to the stack of rocks, waving his hand at them. “These have been here since… Well, since Tsanth has been here. There are some who claim that creator himself placed them here when darkness still covered everything.”

      “Why leave them?” Ciara suddenly felt even more uncomfortable about climbing on the rock. She shouldn’t have used this spot, not that it had worked all that well anyway. “If the darkness is everything that Olina says, why not take them down?”

      “They are a reminder to others across Tsanth of the power of the darkness and what the world would be like without the light.”

      “You said they are a reminder of what it was like before?”

      Nevan shrugged. “Olina teaches that Tenebeth once controlled everything, that darkness once was common. That changed, though no one really knows why. She teaches tell of a great change, a time where light came into being, pushing back the night. Tenebeth lost power, ceding it to light.” He smiled. “She claims that Tenebeth seeks to return to his previous glory.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think there is much in the world that we don’t understand. I have seen the power that darkness has. In some ways, it’s more than the light.” He shrugged. “Olina says others of Hyaln can explain it better.”

      “I would like to visit Hyaln,” Ciara decided. If they understood the shadow man and what he might want with her, then that was where she needed to go.

      “Only those chosen by someone already of Hyaln may go.”

      “Where is it?”

      Nevan shifted slightly in place, so that he looked north. His movement was so subtle, Ciara wasn’t even certain she had seen it. Maybe he had been looking north this whole time? “I don’t know.” Nevan glanced up at the rocks and then back to Ciara. “You haven’t said what you were doing here.”

      “I was trying to summon the draasin,” she answered.

      Nevan took a step back, eyeing her j’na warily. “Did it work? Is one of the draasin coming?”

      “I don’t think you have anything to fear. I’m not sure I know enough to summon one.”

      “But you’re a rider!”

      “Who was helped by my father. He knew how to summon them, but I do not. I thought by coming here, I might…” She stopped before telling him why she had come. She thought she understood why the draasin brought her here—to learn the real threat of the darkness and find help. Thanks to Olina’s teachings, she understood more than she had before, but now she could not return to her home. What did it matter that she’d learned?

      “Why here? There are better places farther from K’ral that you could go. Why risk the people of the town as you summon? What happens if you succeed?”

      Ciara hadn’t given much thought to the outcome. So far, she’d managed to get her spear stuck in the mud and had nearly fallen from rocks that she now learned were thought to be the shadow man’s. Even had she succeeded, would it have helped?

      “I need a flat, hard surface.”

      Nevan looked up to the rock again and pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I know of a better place,” he suggested, “but it will be difficult for us to reach.”

      “You would show me?”

      Nevan stared at her j’na before answering. “If you’ll teach me what you do to summon the draasin, then I’ll show you what I can.”
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        I witnessed a great summons last night. The darkness appeared to come alive, practically swallowing the summoner. When complete, he was changed and more powerful. I have not seen him since.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Nevan led Ciara up a steep dirt slope. She hadn’t expected the climb to be so difficult, but the rain had made the grass slick and she slipped down the side of the slope for every two steps she climbed. Progress was slow, almost painfully so.

      “Not much farther now,” he said.

      Nevan didn’t seem to have the same difficulty with the climb. Even in his dark robe, he made his way up the side without panting as Ciara did and without requiring the balance of the j’na, as she did. The blasted man almost seemed to be having fun with her. In that way, he reminded her much more of Eshan than Fas.

      “I thought you said there would be flat rock,” Ciara said, grunting with the next step.

      “There will be. Patience, Rider.”

      She grunted again. She could only be a rider if she summoned the draasin. So far, she had only managed to do so once. If she could call them again, she could return to Rens. Until then, she didn’t even know how to begin finding her way back. Olina hadn’t shared anything about where Tsanth was in relation to Rens, so walking was out of the question. Ciara didn’t know where to begin, or even how long it would take. That meant reaching the draasin and somehow finding a way to speak to them if they answered her summons. Only then would she be able to make it back.

      She continued up the sides of the slope. It was less steep here, and she was better able to keep up with Nevan but still had to lean on her j’na as she walked, hurrying after him with cautious steps rather than rushed. The one time she got careless, she slipped back a dozen steps. With the soft, wet ground, retracing her steps was harder than making them the first time, forcing her off the path and onto new, still-damp grass.

      Blast this place! She imagined reaching the summit only to find that Nevan had brought her to a small rock surface, barely enough for her to try the summoning pattern her father had demonstrated. That would do her no better than attempting the pattern on the rocks.

      She reached the peak and found Nevan waiting for her. One hand was tucked into deep pockets on his robe and the other was busy smoothing the robe down. Water dripped off as he did. “That took you longer than I would have expected.”

      “Really? How long did you think it would take me?”

      He shrugged. “The children of K’ral can make it up faster than me. I thought you said Rens was a hard land?”

      “Hard. Not wet. I haven’t learned to walk with all this water.”

      Nevan smiled. “You think this is water? You should see Gulan Lake. It takes days to paddle across.”

      He pointed to the west as he spoke. Ciara had already realized that east was the ocean. Not only could she sense the massive expanse of water—if she focused on it, the huge swells were all that she felt—but she could taste the salt in the air. It had taken a few days to become accustomed to that. Somewhere north was Hyaln, at least if she was correctly reading the way Nevan shifted when she’d asked about it. And to the west was Gulan Lake.

      What direction had she come in on the draasin? Ciara had lost track, clinging fearfully to its back and not wanting to fall, so that she hadn’t paid as much attention as she should have. Had she not been as scared as she was, she might have focused more, knowing from her time wandering through the waste that direction and the ability to return to the village were among the most important things she could recall.

      “It’s more than I’m used to,” Ciara said.

      “What’s it like in your home?” Nevan asked.

      “Hot. These lands are…” Ciara tried to think of the right word. Not soft, though the ground was soft. That implied something she didn’t think of the Tsanth that she’d seen, at least considering the way that Olina didn’t appear scared of the shadow man. That took a different kind of hardness. “Soggy,” she chose. “We rarely see rain, and when it comes, it pools on the rock. The seekers collect it, storing it for the rest of the village.”

      “Seekers?”

      Ciara nodded. “Water seekers. Nya’shin.” She drew herself up, thinking how proud she had once been that she was made nya’shin. Now she was so long away from her home that she no longer knew if she would be nya’shin when she returned. Fas remained—if he lived—but there might not be enough of the village left for her to serve. Had her father managed to find the rest? Would he have been strong enough to save them?

      She sighed bitterly to herself. Her father was likely much more capable than she had ever known. He had kept so much from her, so much that would have helped their people, hiding in the desert when he could have led them to strength and peace. What would have happened had Ciara never wandered into the waste? Would she have learned of the shadow man? Would her father have revealed what he knew? What he was capable of doing?

      “You have to collect water?” Nevan asked.

      She could hear the incredulity in his voice. It was much the same way that she felt when exposed to the vast riches of water she found throughout Tsanth. How could these lands have so much when her people had so little?

      Ciara tried not to think of how the Stormbringer could do that to her people as she scanned the ground all around her, looking for the reason that Nevan had brought her up here. “Where is the hard rock you promised?”

      Trees rose around her at the top of this slope. That didn’t do them justice, she decided. They towered over her. The trees were taller than any she had ever seen, taller even than anything she could imagine, rising high enough into the sky that the draasin would have been forced to climb over them. The thought of the draasin swooping around the tops of the trees brought a smile to her face.

      “Not rock,” Nevan said.

      He motioned her forward, and she followed. If there wasn’t any rock, how was she going to summon the draasin as she intended?

      Shadows swallowed her as soon as she stepped under the canopy of the trees. Ciara shivered, thinking of the shadow man and the way his cold touch had crept through her, but here there was no cold, only the damp wetness she had come to associate with Tsanth. The ground became less and less soft the farther they walked, and Nevan weaved through the trees, stepping around and sometimes over roots that popped up out of the ground, some taller than her.

      Then he stopped. “Here.”

      Ciara looked around. They were in a denser part of the trees, but the sky opened up overhead. Somehow the ground beneath her feet was hard, almost as hard as the rock in Rens. The air was still wet, and she wondered how the ground remained dry.

      “The roots come together here,” Nevan said. “It makes the ground hard, almost like rock. When you said you needed something hard, this was the first thing that came to mind. This forest is almost interwoven in a way. All the roots converge here, leading to this.” He stepped carefully along the roots. “We call it Talia’s Table, after the first to come to K’ral.”

      Ciara walked along the roots. They were elevated here and ran together, almost perfectly parallel in sections, and relatively flat so that she could walk without difficulty. The open space was nearly fifteen paces across in all directions, much more than what she would need were she to use it to summon the draasin.

      “Will it work?” Nevan asked.

      Ciara slid her feet across the tops of the roots. Her boots caught, so she knew it wouldn’t be the same as what she had done while in Rens, but could she try?

      She looked to the sky. With the opening between the trees, she would be able to see the draasin were it to come. She suspected it could land on the ground outside the trees. All she would have to do would be to find some way to speak to it. First, though, she would have to summon it.

      “It might,” she said.

      Nevan stepped back into the trees and waited.

      “You want me to try now?”

      Nevan frowned. “You want to climb that slope again? Are you sure that is—”

      She cut him off with a sharp look and Nevan raised his hands, backing another step into the trees.

      But he was right. She didn’t want to climb that again, not if she could help it. And she wanted to return to Rens. That meant that she needed to try to reach the draasin.

      She started by making her way around the clearing in a steady circle, sliding her feet slowly as she did. After making the first loop, she set the end of her j’na to the root, snapping it with a quick flick of her wrist. The sound echoed through the trees and vibrated the roots beneath her feet. She took another soft step and flicked the spear again. The loud crack sent Nevan stepping forward.

      “How do you do that?” he asked eagerly.

      “It was something my father demonstrated.” Ciara continued forward, taking a step and snapping the j’na. She didn’t know why this should matter or why the j’na would summon the draasin, but this was what her father had done. Another step and another snap of her wrist, one after another. With each one, she began to fall into the rhythm, letting her feet slide and the j’na hit the roots. The steady crack sounded like branches breaking, and the roots continued to vibrate, leaving her feet tingling, but she did not stop.

      Nevan started tracing her steps but without the j’na. He had a natural rhythm, but one that was different than hers. Shadows swirled around him that Ciara ignored, focusing on her steps and her movements.

      She became aware of a change in the air. Heat sizzled each time she snapped her spear, and a soft mist began to rise around the end of the j’na and settled over the clearing. After a while, she was no longer aware of Nevan, though water sensing told her that he was still somewhere nearby and still moving in time with her. Her pulse quickened, and she felt the heat within her.

      Ciara almost lost control of what she did then. Why would she be aware of heat within her veins? But it was not only within her, but within the trees around her, within the ground, even in the air with every breath that she took.

      Her skin tingled, starting from her feet where the roots trembled and vibrated with each snap of the spear and working up through her legs and into her chest before settling deep within her mind.

      The heat intensified. Ciara hesitated, her hand raised to snap the spear again, pausing as uncertainty filled her. Was she doing something wrong? She didn’t remember feeling this type of heat or this strange mist in the air when she had done this before, but she had been with her father then, and he had guided the steps. This time, she had followed her own sort of pattern. What if she had been wrong? What if she was doing the summoning incorrectly?

      With the mist in the air, she couldn’t even be certain that she called the draasin. She could no longer see the sky, only a thick cloud around her, much like the dense fog that rolled into Rens before the rains came.

      The mist started to ease as she hesitated, and the heat she felt around her—and in her—started to abate as well.

      “Do not stop.”

      The muted voice came from outside the mist and was filled with a strange power. Ciara recognized Olina’s voice even though it was muffled and changed as it came through the fog.

      At Olina’s urging, she continued, taking another step, sliding her feet carefully along the roots, and snapping her wrist so the j’na cracked into them. The mist thickened again as if drawn by her movement. The heat began to rise once more, filling her body with the slow burn that she felt around her. It intensified, filling her mind, but not painfully.

      “What is this?” Ciara asked, careful not to lose the rhythm of her movement. “Am I summoning the draasin?”

      “Not the draasin,” Olina answered. “You are summoning something else, something I did not realize anyone still remembered how to call.”

      “What?” Ciara asked.

      But Olina didn’t need to answer. Ciara sensed the presence of the lizard in her mind.
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        The Khalan do not understand the consequences of what they do, nor do they understand what they have released. To them, Tenebeth is nothing more than another elemental. Had I access to the archives, I could prove otherwise, but were I to leave, I doubt I would find them again. This observation is too valuable to abandon.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn stared at Cheneth. He’d seen the transformation before but hadn’t known what it was. He’d known shapers to hide their ability from others—wasn’t that what Alena did at times?—but never so completely as what he’d seen Cheneth manage. The man exuded power. Had Jasn not recognized the difficulty of the shaping Cheneth had placed on the walls, stairs, the entire building for that matter, he might have been caught more off guard. As it was, he had been waiting for Cheneth to reveal himself.

      Alena stared at the scholar with wide eyes. She still clutched the egg to her chest. Jasn kept waiting for her to set it down—the damn thing had to be heavy—but she didn’t seem interested.

      “Enlightened?” she asked when she regained the ability to speak. Her eyes didn’t move from Cheneth. “I thought you were from Ter.”

      “I serve no land,” he said, “and all of them. As do all the enlightened.”

      Enlightened. That seemed as preposterous a name as “the commander.” And Cheneth seemed to have no more shame than Lachen at the title. “Not the darkness?” Jasn asked. “Not this Tenebeth?” Even the name felt foul on his tongue, but strangely familiar in some ways.

      Cheneth’s face clouded a moment. “Not Tenebeth, though I suspect that there are some in this land who do.”

      “Lachen?”

      “I do not know who the commander serves,” Cheneth said. “I have not been able to tell with him. It is even possible that he is one of the enlightened.”

      Jasn wondered what Lachen truly was. His old friend had changed since they had last truly known each other, to the point where the boy Jasn had known was no longer; now there was only this strangeness that was the commander. Should he still even call him Lachen anymore, or had he become his title?

      “Tell me,” Jasn began, “why we should fear Tenebeth.”

      Cheneth took a deep breath and stood, then began pacing. There was a rhythm to his steps as he made his way across the floor, almost a tapping to the way he walked. “Tenebeth is a myth. At least, that is what I have always believed. He is darkness. He—or more accurately it, as we cannot really attribute gender to a creature of power such as Tenebeth, even though stories claim he usually appears in the form of a man—apparently has been known by some for many years.”

      “You went searching for answers and returned with… a myth?” Alena asked.

      Cheneth paused and glanced at the fire, motioning to Alena. “You should set the egg down, Alena. You will not be able to hold it until it hatches.”

      A flush worked up her face. Normally a lovely woman, the extra coloring made her even more attractive. “And where do you propose I set it?”

      “I think the hearth will do nicely,” Cheneth said. “You can keep it as warm as you like.”

      “A fire won’t hurt it?” Jasn asked.

      “It is a creature of fire, Jasn Volth. Fire will only help.”

      Alena flushed again and brought the egg to the hearth, setting it down carefully. She propped a few logs against it and lit them with a shaping. Flames curled around the egg, leaving it unharmed in the middle of the fire.

      Alena stood in front of the hearth for a few moments before turning away and taking the chair Cheneth had vacated.

      He began pacing again, resuming his rhythmic tapping. “In the stories, Tenebeth is more than simply darkness. In most, he seeks power and seeks to destroy.” He stared at the flames dancing around within the fire. “The elementals we know are born from light. They create life, they are life. What I can find tells me that Tenebeth would change that and would twist these elements, turn them into something they are not so that they serve darkness rather than light.” He sighed again. “But everything I’ve found tells me that he cannot do it alone. He is powerful, but the light has ensured there are limits to his power.”

      Jasn shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He had come to the barracks to learn to hunt the draasin, to face fire, but what Cheneth described was even greater than that. And he still didn’t know how it was tied to what had happened to Katya. If she wasn’t dead, was there some connection to this Tenebeth?

      “What is this about, really?” he asked Cheneth.

      “I have answered that question already.”

      “No. You’ve told me what you care about. But this is about more than Ter and Rens.”

      Cheneth smiled tightly. “Obviously.”

      “Except that’s why I was sent here. Lachen wanted me to learn how to hunt the draasin. He thought it could turn the tide of the war. And he sends an attack deeper into Rens.” Where the draasin eggs were hidden, though he didn’t need to say that.

      “Think of the Wrecker of Rens, the man unable to die, now with the ability to hunt draasin alone. How powerful would that make the order?”

      “That’s not what you want, is it?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth hesitated. “I have never sought to strengthen the order.”

      “Then why are you here?” Jasn asked.

      “This is where I am needed,” he answered, as if that explained everything. It didn’t, not to Jasn. “There is a purpose in everything that I do, just as there is a purpose in everything the commander does.”

      “Does he know about you?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth sighed. “He might. I admit I do not know all of what the commander has learned. I’ve said it’s possible that he’s enlightened, but it is also possible that he serves Tenebeth.”

      Jasn leaned back in his chair. Lachen might be powerful, and he was certainly complex, but he didn’t think his old friend served the kind of darkness Cheneth described, but what did he really know? How much did he understand about Lachen anymore?

      “Who else is enlightened?” he asked.

      Cheneth met his eyes and didn’t answer.

      “If I am to help—and that’s why you’re telling us this, isn’t it? You want our help?—the connection to the elementals matters for some reason, I suspect. So if you want our help, you need to share what you know.”

      “You have learned more than any of the enlightened know. More than I knew before recently.”

      Jasn glanced at Alena, but she stared at the fire as if captivated by the flames dancing around the draasin egg. Her shaping was still dragged from her, drawn away by the draasin. How long would that last? If the connection between them was broken, what would happen to Alena?

      “What of Wyath?” Jasn asked. “Bayan?”

      “Wyath is one of the first of the order to demonstrate a connection to the elementals. He came to me after you found the tainted draasin, and I have shared with him what I shared with you.”

      “He’s changed,” Alena said softly.

      Cheneth frowned. “He nearly died. Twice.” He looked at Jasn a moment before shifting his focus back to Alena. “That last… Without your taking him to Atenas, he would have died.”

      “That’s what changed him,” Alena said. “I think Jasn’s healing did something. He is aware in ways that he wasn’t before.”

      “What do you mean?” Jasn asked. What had he done when he’d healed Wyath? Nothing that he hadn’t done before. But he wasn’t in control of those healings. But he wasn’t in control of those healings. Letting the water elemental work through him demanded he give up his control, surrender it to the elementals. In that way, Eldridge had been right.

      Alena didn’t meet his eyes when he answered, still staring at the fire. “He can hear some of the draasin. Not the same way that I can, but it’s more than he was able to before.”

      Cheneth stopped pacing. As he did, Jasn realized power faded from the room, as if he had been shaping and suddenly released the shaping. “He… hears them?”

      Alena nodded. “When I chased the draasin and we saw the shadowed rider, Wyath was with me. He could hear when the draasin spoke.”

      Cheneth turned to Jasn. “Who else have you healed in that manner?”

      Alena answered for him. “Ifrit and Thenas.”

      A frown deepened on Cheneth’s face. “What of them now?”

      “I haven’t the chance to check on Ifrit,” Alena said. “And I have not seen Thenas since he attacked the draasin.”

      “We must find them.”

      “Why?”

      Cheneth looked at the door. “Another story, but one that I believe, if I am to believe any of this. It is said that those able to speak to the elementals are the most at risk for corruption by Tenebeth.”

      “And now that Thenas has been healed by Jasn…,” Alena started.

      Cheneth nodded carefully. “I can hope this darkness has not found him yet. Thenas is a strong shaper and would make a dangerous ally for the darkness.”

      And if he was turned, Jasn knew it would be his fault. Or, perhaps more accurately, the fault of the elementals working through him.

      “What of the others in the barracks?” he asked. “How much do we tell them?”

      “Nothing for now.”

      “But they could help—”

      “Would they believe?” Cheneth asked.

      Silence fell between them until Alena broke it. “Is there nothing that we can do to help the draasin already corrupted?”

      “Alena,” Cheneth said, his voice pained, “this darkness is powerful. Anything you do risks your life.”

      She sighed. “But if we can’t save them, we may lose them all.”

      Cheneth nodded, sadness narrowing his eyes. “And we must be prepared for that possibility. You are a hunter of fire, even if you have chosen otherwise.”

      Alena stopped in front of the hearth. With a shaping of fire, she suppressed the flames enough so that she could lift the draasin egg and then clutched it against her chest once more.

      “What are you going to do?” Cheneth asked.

      “You’ve already told me what must be done. I haven’t understood before now what the draasin feared, but now I do. They fear the corruption from Tenebeth. They know what could happen, and they hide from it. That’s what led to the draasins’ willingness to come to this place to begin with. We have seen their numbers fade and have been powerless to do anything about it. But,” she went on, looking down at the egg, “that doesn’t have to be the case now.”

      “You intend to see it hatched?” Cheneth asked.

      “I think she needs to,” Jasn said.

      Alena looked at him.

      “Whatever the egg has done to you, there is no way to stop it. My shaping only slows it, but I don’t think it has stopped anything. To do that, you either have to destroy the draasin egg or you’ll have to see it hatched.”

      “I suspect that you’ll need to find a powerful female,” Cheneth said. “Gender is thought to matter for the hatching.”

      “It’s a good thing we know of such a female,” she answered.

      “You said that draasin was claimed.”

      Alena nodded, and her brow furrowed. Jasn wondered what it must have felt like to experience the draasin falling to Tenebeth. She was able to speak to them, so she would have heard it happening, even if she didn’t know what it meant.

      “I think it was,” she said. “So I will have to find the draasin and somehow help her.”

      “You could just find another female,” Jasn suggested. “That would be less risky. You can speak to them, so can’t you call out to the draasin and tell them what you need?”

      He didn’t really know how it worked. His ability with water was different; the sense he had from Alena was that she was able to consciously speak to the draasin, to reach out for them. How different would it be for him if he were able to speak to water in the same way?

      “That won’t work,” Alena said. “Distance matters. I don’t know why, but the closer I am to the draasin, the easier it is for me to speak to them. And without knowing where to find one of them…” She shook her head. “Besides, I doubt I’ll find a female anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “We’ve never found many females. We haven’t understood before.”

      “I suspect the females are targeted by Tenebeth,” Cheneth answered. “They are as powerful as the males, and with the females, the draasin mating and the eggs are controlled by hims.”

      Jasn sighed. “Can’t we just try to find another male and see if it will work?” He thought of the remaining draasin in the pen. That could be their answer.

      “We can try,” Alena said, but she didn’t sound optimistic.

      Cheneth nodded. “Try it.”

      “And when it fails?” Alena asked.

      When, not if, Jasn noted.

      “There might not be anything more that you can do.”

      “But you won’t try to stop me if I go after her?”

      Cheneth took a deep breath. “Do you really think I can stop you?” he asked. “Were you to go, is there anything that I can do?”

      Alena nodded. “Then we will try. And when it fails—”

      “If,” Jasn said.

      “—then I will go after her. She deserves that much after what she gave to us, Cheneth. Especially if it’s because of Thenas that she was tainted. Think of how much time she spent confined, and now, if she’s been turned as you suspect, we need to try.”

      “You will have to do it on your own,” he said. Alena arched her brow and he continued on. “You saw a shadowed form atop the draasin. A rider. If the rider can shape, there is nothing that I’ll be able to do to help.”

      Jasn doubted that was completely true. From what he’d seen, Cheneth had more ability than he let on.

      The old man sighed and shook his head. “Besides, I will need to remain to protect the egg. I suspect there are those here who would like to see even something so harmless destroyed.”

      Jasn didn’t think of the egg as harmless, not after what he’d seen happen to him and Alena, but he also thought Cheneth was right. Calan would go after the egg, and likely Ifrit would as well.

      “I will go,” he said.

      “Dangerous,” Cheneth said. “Your connection to the elementals places you at risk.”

      “I’ve survived along the border of Rens for a year. And if I don’t go, I’m not sure how well Alena will do. She needs my shaping to keep her strength up.”

      Cheneth studied him, his deep, piercing eyes seeming to see through him, and then he nodded.
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        I departed. Had I not, I would not have survived. Somehow, I must find a way to return to the Khalan.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The walk through the barracks seemed to take far longer than it should have. With each step, Alena clutched the draasin egg more tightly, holding it against her, fearful that Calan or Ifrit would reach her before she had a chance to get it to safety. But where was safety for the draasin egg? Was it that even possible?

      And when had the focus of her life shifted to saving the draasin?

      Alena and Jasn turned down another side street. This would take her past Tarak, but his door was closed. She doubted that they could trust him any more than they could trust Calan.

      Blast this place! And blast her stupidity in using fire shaping on the draasin egg. What had she been thinking? Volth had even warned her against it, but had she listened?

      “What will you do with the egg when the draasin can’t help?” he asked.

      He led them through the streets, his broad back providing some protection. Blood stained his cloak and the tears in it were impressive, even knowing what he’d gone through. How was he able to survive all that he had? Could the elementals really care so much about one person that they kept him alive?

      “If the draasin can’t hatch it,” she said, still not certain whether that would be true, “then he can keep the egg safe.”

      “You intend to free him within the pen?”

      Alena hadn’t really given it that much thought, but there would be little the draasin could do while chained to the wall. The stone would block the draasin’s access to fire and make it less likely he could protect the egg. Freeing him from the stone chain would help, but it would endanger anyone else who might try to enter the pen.

      Blast!

      She wanted to scream but didn’t dare draw any more attention to them than they already had. One step at a time. Reach the pen. Speak to the draasin. Move on if needed.

      It bothered her that she didn’t hear the draasin in her mind as she expected. When she had returned, she had been so focused on getting the egg to safety and then been so distracted by Jasn’s willingness to help her that she hadn’t taken the time to focus on the draasin in the pen.

      She should hear it in her mind, even if only weakly. Always before, she had heard the creature, but now it had gone silent.

      What did that mean?

      Perhaps he was angry about what happened with the others. As far as she knew, the draasin spoke through a connection she didn’t fully understand. Not with as much consistency as she would like, but it allowed her a glimpse of something greater.

      “We’ll do what we have to,” she said.

      We. Not I.

      She cringed as she said it. When did she start relying so much on Volth? That troubled her almost as much as not hearing the draasin. Alena had long prided herself on her independence, but now she not only wanted his help, she suspected that she needed it. He had helped heal her—saved her, really—and now she didn’t think she could risk going after the draasin without his assistance.

      “Come this way,” he said. “There’s someone two buildings down making their way toward us.”

      She didn’t have to ask how he knew. Normally, she would have known as well, but the draasin egg drew steadily from her, taking enough strength that she’d lost the connection to water and earth she once had. Jasn also had the advantage that he was more tightly bound to water than she was. There were uses of water that she’d only glimpsed, much like there were ways she’d learned to use fire that others didn’t—and couldn’t—understand.

      They ducked between two dorms. One, she noted, was Bayan’s. “We will need to find her,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “Either she’s the reason the walls collapsed on me, or whoever was behind it took her.”

      Alena hadn’t considered that he might have been sabotaged. It made sense. If he truly could use water in the ways that he did and could reach the water elementals, this darkness that Cheneth feared, this Tenebeth, would fear that as well, wouldn’t it?

      “Not much farther,” Jasn said.

      “I think I know the barracks,” she snapped.

      He ignored her tone. “You’re distracted. Between the”—he nodded at the egg—“well, that, and its effect on you, you could use some help. Don’t think I don’t know how hard that is on you.”

      She opened her mouth to make a snappy comment but bit it back. That he was right didn’t make it any easier to hear. “Just get us there.”

      They turned and Jasn stopped suddenly.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Where is she?”

      Ifrit. Alena recognized the woman’s voice. They hadn’t spoken since she’d seen Ifrit attempting to destroy the draasin. The same rage she’d felt then boiled to the surface, only this time, she wasn’t willing to simply hide the fact that she’d helped the draasin. What did it matter now?

      “Who do you seek?” Jasn stepped to the side, continuing to block Alena with his body. She wasn’t a small woman, but he was broad shouldered, and with the cloak covering him, he created even more shading to hide her.

      “Step aside, student. I sense her with you. You have my gratitude for the healing, but do not make me force you out of the way.”

      Jasn chuckled. He had always been confident, but now he took on an arrogant tone. Maybe that wasn’t quite right. He’d been arrogant when he came. In the time that he’d been in the barracks, she’d learned that it was deserved. At least part of it was deserved.

      “You may try, Ifrit. You’ll find that I fight as well as I heal.”

      Ifrit lowered her voice, but it carried to Alena. “Did you know what I would hear?” she asked Jasn.

      He stiffened. “And what do you hear, Ifrit?”

      “A soft murmuring. A calling. I can almost understand it, but it is distant. Faint. What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “What do you think it means?”

      Alena leaned past Jasn so that she could see the troubled expression that crossed Ifrit’s face.

      “I don’t know what it means. There is a call to action, to help, but from who? Has this happened each time you heal someone?”

      Alena started forward, but Jasn pushed his hand behind him and blocked her.

      “Talk to Cheneth. He will have answers, but be prepared to listen.”

      Ifrit started to move down the street but paused. Alena could no longer see her from behind Jasn’s body. “Tell her… Tell her that Calan came to me. Warn her that there is anger in him. I… I feel it.” Ifrit let out a sigh and then continued down the street, disappearing from view.

      Jasn turned. “How is it that my healing allows others to hear the elementals?”

      “I don’t know,” Alena answered, shaking off the hand that held her back, never mind the fact that she didn’t mind the strong grip holding on to her cloak. “Cheneth said those chosen for the barracks had potential. Not all realize that potential, but enough. Maybe you healed the potential, opened it so that they could reach it.”

      Jasn’s eyes narrowed. “Why them? Ifrit and Thenas?”

      “Couldn’t it have been anyone?”

      “They were both Calan’s students. Don’t you find that a strange connection?”

      Alena pushed him forward, toward the draasin pen. “Calan might enjoy the hunt a little too much, but that’s only because he’s been hurt. Most who come here are damaged in some way, Jasn. That’s what it takes to face the draasin without fear.”

      He sniffed. “You no longer feel fear around them?” His gaze drifted to the egg and a smile parted his lips.

      “I no longer look at them as savage monsters,” she said. “I seem to recall that you had a similar belief when you first arrived. How do you feel about the draasin now?”

      Jasn started across the street toward the draasin pen. As he did, Alena began to feel the soft pull of the creature, but it was distant, as if faded from what it should be.

      “I recognize that they are more than I realized, but they might also be exactly what I feared.”

      “How is that?”

      Jasn swept his gaze around the barracks, and a strong shaping came from him. She didn’t know whether she sensed it because of its strength or because of the connection between them. Perhaps both, she decided.

      “When I first learned of what happened to Katya,” he started, his voice catching as he said her name, “I blamed the draasin. I changed that day. I had always been a healer, but from that day onward, I wanted more. I wanted vengeance. When I went to the front, I saw draasin attacking some of the cities along the border. I saw shapers die and knew, I knew, that was how Katya died.”

      They stopped outside the pen. Alena glanced at the letters carved into the stone and reached toward one of them, pushing a faded shaping of earth through it to open the pen. She wasn’t strong enough.

      “Issa—your Katya—didn’t die that way.”

      Jasn sighed. “I know. And she might not even have died, but that would be worse, wouldn’t it?”

      “Why is that worse?”

      Alena frowned as he reached toward the wall of the pen. He used a shaping of earth in a subtle crafting and the stone began to part.

      Jasn nodded toward the darkness inside the pen. “I’ve struggled with the fact that she might not have died. But if she didn’t, why hasn’t she returned?”

      He sealed the pen closed again, plunging them into darkness. Heat filled the room and the draasin snorted a small trail of flame.

      “After hearing Cheneth, I can only think of one reason, and that’s because she was corrupted by Tenebeth. And if she’s gone, what if she’s now the one using the draasin and attacking along the border?”

      Alena shook her head until she realized Jasn wouldn’t be able to see it. “Cheneth also said that Tenebeth seeks those with the ability to speak to the elementals. When Issa was here, she couldn’t.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Alena thought of what she remembered of Issa. Dark skinned, tall, and lovely. She had powerful shaping from the beginning and needed guidance. Cheneth had seen potential within her, but Alena hadn’t been certain. Still, she took her as a student, determined not to share too much with her. Issa never discovered that Alena could speak to the elementals, and she’d never displayed any ability to speak to them herself.

      “Why do you ask?” Alena focused on the lanterns she knew were in the pen. Shaping light into them wouldn’t take much, even weakened as she was. The lanterns came to a soft glow, and she saw Jasn staring at her as if he knew exactly where to find her.

      “Because of Ifrit. And Wyath. Probably Thenas. Each person I healed developed the ability to hear the elementals. Why not Katya?”

      Alena opened her mouth, but there was nothing to say. She didn’t know what had happened to Issa after she disappeared. Dead, or so she had thought, but what if not? What if there was a different—and far darker—explanation?

      Nothing she could say would put his mind at ease.

      The draasin snorted, drawing her attention. She was thankful for the distraction.

      Lren. You have brought one of the young with you, but it is too soon for that one.

      The voice was distant and she had to focus on it, but it was there. That distance was likely the reason she hadn’t heard him before.

      “What did he say?” Jasn asked.

      Alena looked to see him staring at the draasin, his eyes narrowed. “He says that it is too soon for this egg.”

      She took a cautious step toward the draasin. Can you help the egg hatch?

      The draasin snorted. You ask for something that cannot be.

      Why?

      The draasin took a few small steps along the wall and turned toward her. He flicked his tail and it slammed into the stone wall, sending a small trail of rock crumbling down toward the floor of the pen. You have known to count the spikes, have you not?

      Alena nodded. That meant that Cheneth was right and that only the female draasin could help hatch the egg. It has attacked me.

      Not attacked, Lren. You have drawn him, and he is already powerful. The one you hold could be great one day.

      How do you know?

      Look at his wings and the coloring. They are vivid, even here. That one must be given a chance to survive, the chance that many of my kind have lost, but the egg is fragile and weak. He does not have much time.

      Alena swallowed. She didn’t need the added pressure from the draasin. I must find a female.

      If you would see this one survive, yes.

      Alena looked over at Jasn and saw that he still stared at the draasin. A puzzled look pinched his face. He took another step, moving closer to the draasin than she had ever seen him.

      How much time do we have?

      The draasin snorted. I am young and have not seen many hatch. You ask what I cannot answer.

      But you have an idea.

      As I have said, the shell is fragile. There is not much time. You must find a mother to feed the egg.

      Feed?

      Fire. He requires fire or he will perish.

      At least now Alena understood why the draasin pulled fire from her, though she had understood, or thought that she’d understood when it—he—had latched on to her shaping. And you cannot provide this fire?

      The connection does not work in such a way.

      Alena wanted to ask what that meant but had the sense that the draasin wasn’t even certain. What do you know of Tenebeth? she asked instead.

      The draasin snorted and flicked his tail again. I do not know this word.

      The darkness that you fear.

      The draasin do not fear, the draasin said, lowering his head and snorting steam at her.

      You have allowed yourself to come here and be confined. There is something you fear. I need to know if I am to help. Alena hesitated, thinking of the draasin that had been taken, drawn by the shadows. There was a draasin here, a female, that has been taken. I would save her if I can.

      There is nothing you can do to save her.

      I can bring her back to the light.

      The draasin twitched his tail and paced along the wall. The Mother.

      Alena frowned and spoke aloud. “The Mother?”

      Jasn glanced at her but still said nothing. He stood close to the draasin, hands lowered to his sides, much more relaxed than she had ever seen him.

      What you call the light, we call the Mother.

      And the darkness? Tenebeth? You have a name for him as well, don’t you?

      The draasin hesitated but then answered. Darkness. Yes, we know the darkness. To the draasin, he is known as Voidan.

      Alena sensed the draasin’s hesitation in telling her even that much. The draasin feared him, feared what this creature they called Voidan would do to them. What is he?

      The Mother is everything. The source of all. The draasin seemed to struggle for what to say. When speaking as they did, the words didn’t always matter. She could understand the draasin, and they could understand her. But there were times when the words did matter, and the draasin struggled with concepts that she easily understood, and just as often, she struggled with what the draasin had knowledge of. Voidan is opposite of the Mother. Emptiness.

      Alena shivered. If Voidan is opposite, then he is powerful?

      Very.

      Why haven’t we seen him before?

      Voidan has always existed, but something has changed. His power grows. The draasin do not understand, but we know that he cannot continue to grow stronger. All will fail then, not only draasin.

      Was there anything she could even do to help the draasin against such a power? Alena didn’t know, but she couldn’t simply wait and do nothing.

      She stepped forward, stretching the egg out in front of her, and set it on the ground in front of the draasin. Heat radiated from it, and for a moment, Alena thought she heard a voice in the back of her mind, tiny and small, but then it was gone. You will need to protect this egg while I am gone.

      Confined as I am?

      Alena noted bitterness from the draasin. The elementals had always claimed the benefit to their “capture” outweighed the torment they felt from their confinement, but she didn’t get that sense from him now.

      You would be free within these walls. You can keep the egg safe until I return.

      And if you do not return, Lren? What happens then?

      Then you will be freed.

      There is no freedom in these lands, not while Voidan wanders.

      How can we confine him?

      The draasin snorted. You must ask the Mother.

      Alena waited for more, but he said nothing.

      She freed him from the chains around his wings and he stretched them, raking his claws across the ground. He breathed out a cloud of steam that filled the air, and then he circled the egg, wrapping his entire body around it.

      “We should go,” she said to Jasn.

      He nodded and started back toward the stone wall, pressing a shaping into it that opened the door. Bright daylight spilled inside, and Alena remembered to extinguish the shaping she’d used to light the lanterns, leaving the draasin once more in the dark.

      Hunt well, Lren, the draasin said.

      Alena nodded her thanks and followed Jasn outside. As he sealed the pen door, using a shaping of stone more intricate than she’d realized him capable of, she heard Calan’s voice.

      “Where is it, Alena?” He stepped from the side of the pen, his massive body casting a long shadow.

      “Cheneth asked it to be safe,” she said. “So it is. I have placed the egg with the draasin.”

      Calan’s face clouded. “Cheneth has returned?” She nodded, and Calan’s jaw clenched. “I would see the egg. Even Cheneth cannot deprive me of that right.”

      “Talk to Cheneth. It was his order that I followed.”

      “And what of you?” Calan asked Jasn.

      There seemed a deeper implication to the question, but Jasn only smiled. “Cheneth leads the barracks, does he not?”

      Calan grunted. “For now.”

      She sensed Jasn adding an additional shaping to the pen, but one that she wouldn’t expect from him. Fire, but he mixed it with water in a strange way. The effect was slight, but enough that it would make opening the pen difficult. Calan didn’t even notice what Jasn did. She might not have either if not for the connection they shared.

      He tapped her arm, ignoring Calan. “You will show me the Sanash as you promised.”

      “A waste of time,” Calan said as they walked away. “You will not find the second trial quite so easy with me.”

      Jasn ignored him and led Alena toward the clearing at the edge of the barracks where the shaper circle would be found. It was a measure of how much she had changed that she simply followed him.

      How did she intend to help the draasin when she could barely stand up for herself?
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        As I return to the college, I am witness to another event and have observed the turning of one of the draasin. The Khalan still believe they are in control.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn let the shaping guide him. The connection to Alena helped, but he still wasn’t sure they were going in the right direction. Air whistled past him, but the shaping moved him along, if slower than it should. Bringing Alena with him added to the difficulty, though her efforts assisted their travel.

      “Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?” he asked.

      Alena held on to his hand, squeezing more tightly than was necessary. When he’d suggested they would need to work together, he hadn’t expected her to do so with such anger. The woman hated him, likely because of what he had done before coming to the barracks. Jasn didn’t blame her, either. The man he had been had done terrible things in the name of Ter.

      “I follow Wyath,” she said.

      Jasn didn’t ask how she tracked Wyath. It was probably the same as how she had managed to find him. And had she not… He didn’t want to think about what would have happened. The stone had nearly crushed him, and would have, had she not arrived.

      They moved north. Jasn had traveled much of the lands around Ter but had rarely gone north. Beyond the Gholund Mountains were other small nations he no longer remembered. The scholars in Atenas would be disappointed to know how little he remembered of his geography, but why did it matter when most of his time had been spent along the border with Rens?

      They passed over the mountains. Jasn wasn’t surprised to see that they moved beyond the dark green slopes to flat plains that reminded him of Ter along the northern coast. Land blurred past beneath them, a steady undulating field of green and brown. In the distance, thick storm clouds were visible and thunder rumbled, mixing with the thunder of their shaping.

      Alena began to descend, and Jasn provided more shaping strength to aid as she did. They dropped to soft ground covered by long grasses. Water dampened the blades of grass, soaking through his clothing. Damn, but he wished he would have grabbed a different cloak before making this journey. With the rips in his, the cold wind gusting from the north drifted through the cloth and water managed to get past it, trickling down his legs.

      “Why here?” he asked.

      Alena looked around, her brow furrowing. “This is where I thought I would find Wyath.”

      “Sort of how you found me?”

      “I did find you, didn’t I?”

      Jasn nodded and stepped away from her. The ground was soft beneath his boots, and with the damp grass, he knew there had been a recent rain. To the east, he sensed the vastness of the ocean, the massive swells of water pulling on his senses. He could almost taste the salt in the air but suspected that was only his imagination. The distance to the ocean was too far to truly detect anything out there.

      “What are we looking for?” he asked.

      “The draasin.”

      “And you think that we can simply find the draasin and that will be it? I’ve barely been trained, and you’re weakened.” When she shot him a look, he raised his hands to placate her. “You can refuse to acknowledge that, but it doesn’t change that it’s true. The egg leaches strength from you. I can feel it as it does.” Jasn looked at the sky and shook his head. “Even if we find one of the draasin, or this draasin that you expect us to find, we probably won’t be able to do anything, especially if it has been twisted. You’re going to have to accept help, Alena.”

      “I have. I brought you, but I’m not sure it’s we.”

      “Then you’re not strong enough to help the draasin.”

      Alena shook her head. “I don’t think I am, but you can use the elementals. If you can reach for water, you can use that to help the draasin.”

      Jasn didn’t know what to say at first. The idea of him somehow healing a draasin was impossible to consider. Even if he was able to reach for water, even if he somehow convinced the water elementals to help—and that wasn’t a guarantee—how was he supposed to heal one of the draasin? Blighted stars, but he had a hard enough time healing people at times! When Alena had been injured, there hadn’t been anything he’d been able to do short of nearly sacrificing himself, and Jasn didn’t think that would be the key to helping the draasin.

      “I don’t think—”

      He felt an enormous shaping building, stronger than almost anything he’d ever felt before. The earth rumbled beneath his feet and threatened to throw him to the ground. The last time he’d felt something similar, he had nearly died.

      “Careful!” he urged Alena.

      Lightning split the sky, though the storm seemed far to the south, and struck the ground with a massive explosion of light and fire.

      Jasn readied a shaping, half expecting to need to defend himself. When his vision cleared, Wyath stood only a dozen paces from them, a bemused expression on his face. He had changed since Jasn last saw him. Not only because he was now healed, but it was more than that. Hair that had always been graying had more color to it. Wrinkles had faded. But it was his entire demeanor that had changed as well. He walked without a limp, and vibrancy twinkled in his eyes.

      “You’ve finally come,” he said to Alena. “And you still live. Can’t say that I’m surprised.”

      “What is this, Wyath?” Alena asked.

      “I told you I would find us help,” he said. “I thought you were going for more help than only him.”

      “It’s what I could find. Bayan is gone, and I haven’t found Eldridge.” Alena hesitated. “There is something else, Wyath. We found an egg.”

      He whistled softly to himself. “Cheneth knows?”

      “He knows. But we need to find a female to help it hatch. And the only female I can find quickly enough is the one we followed.”

      Wyath nodded. “She’s in danger, you said.”

      “More than I even realized.”

      Wyath tilted his head, studying her. “So Cheneth shared with you as well. Good. If half of what he says is true, then we need help.”

      “Did you know about him?”

      “I don’t think he wanted me to know, but I’ve been around the barracks a long time and spent much of that with him. He masks himself well, but not as well as he would like. Finally got him to talk to me, and all he does is tell me about his former teacher.” Wyath shook his head and turned to Jasn. “Commander was right about you, though.”

      “Does Lachen serve Tenebeth?” Jasn asked.

      Wyath tapped one foot on the ground, moving with a restless energy. “I don’t know that I can say with certainty what the commander serves. He has never advocated for peace, but then again, this war was not his choosing, was it?”

      Jasn hadn’t really thought of that. The war with Rens had been going on for years, long before Lachen ever assumed power, back when the commander was a man named Nolan. It was possible Lachen didn’t know anything about the greater war that was coming, but from his comments, Jasn doubted that was true. Lachen knew, only Jasn wasn’t completely sure what he knew. But the attack on the heart of Rens, that was Lachen’s doing.

      When they finished this business with the egg and whatever it took to help the draasin—if they even could—then he would need to go to Lachen again. This time he would have answers. Real answers.

      “We need to find her soon,” Alena said. “If we don’t, the egg will die.”

      That was the first that Jasn had heard of that. “How do you know?”

      Alena shook her head. “The other draasin, the male, warned me that the egg was weak and needs a female.”

      “There are others,” Jasn suggested.

      “How many more? How many will fail until we manage to stop the darkness from using the draasin? How many more will Ter need to destroy?” Heat had entered her voice, and her face flushed with the power of her words. “If what Cheneth tells us is true, then we need to find a way to help the draasin, not harm them.”

      “Do you know where she has gone?” Wyath asked softly.

      Alena closed her eyes and breathed slowly for long moments. “I don’t sense her any longer.”

      Wyath sighed. “That was my fear.”

      “There has to be a way to reach her, isn’t there?” Jasn asked. “How does the connection work?”

      “Fire is different than water,” Alena said.

      “You don’t know how water works.”

      “Just as you don’t know how fire works.”

      Jasn fell silent. He didn’t want to argue with Alena, though she often seemed eager to yell at him, angry at who he was or the fact that she had to work with him or, now, that they were connected by his shaping. “Must they be separate?” Jasn said. “Is there a way for your fire and my water to work together?” He looked at Wyath. “And you. Who do you speak to now?”

      A small smile tugged at the corners of Wyath’s mouth. “Now?”

      Jasn nodded. “Since the healing. Ifrit now hears the elementals. I don’t know which ones, but it’s there. And Alena said the healing changed you as well.” He looked Wyath over and knew that to be true, even if he didn’t quite know how. “So which elementals do you now speak to?”

      “I speak to earth,” Wyath said. “But that has not changed since your healing. What has changed is that I can now hear others.” He glanced at Alena. “Like the draasin. Perhaps others as well.”

      Jasn wondered why the healing he performed using the elementals to assist would give others that extra ability, but now wasn’t the time to theorize. Now they needed to figure out how to find the draasin.

      “Can we use each of the elementals?” Jasn asked. “Earth. Can you use earth to find where the draasin might be hiding?”

      “What makes you think the draasin hides?”

      “Do you think the draasin doesn’t hide?”

      Wyath frowned. “I’m not sure what I know anymore.” He sighed. “You ask if there is any way we can work together, and my answer would be that there must be. My connection to earth doesn’t share with me where to find the draasin, but there is darkness that I detect, much like what I suspect Alena must be able to detect with fire. As could you with water if your connection to it were stronger.”

      Wyath looked to Alena. “Tell me, Alena, what can you sense with fire?”

      “In these lands?” She shook her head. “There is nothing. We followed you here, and I thought you would know where to find the draasin, but…”

      Wyath closed his eyes. A rumbling shaping came from him, one that echoed deep into the earth, rolling through the ground before stretching out away from him. Was that how Wyath managed to speak to the elementals? Did he join shaping with them in order to reach earth?

      Wasn’t that what happened for him? Each time he’d managed to reach for the elemental powers, he had been shaping, hadn’t he? Always he’d been healing. The only time he hadn’t had been when the elementals healed him, protecting him from his own stupidity.

      Jasn focused on water, thinking about what he did when healing. The shaping used in healing was complex and required knowledge of a person’s injuries, but when he managed to achieve the more impressive shapings, he had none of that. He simply shaped. There was the pull of water, and somehow the connection and water seemed to know what needed to happen, pulling on him as much as he pulled on it.

      With that same sort of brute shaping, he sent it out, trailing along the damp blades of grass, sending a water shaping surging away from him almost like he would were he using water sensing. This was different, and with the shaping added to it, his awareness jumped from droplet to droplet, pulled along by all the moisture he found in these lands. Had it not been here, Jasn wondered if he could have managed the same shaping.

      Water coalesced, but only within his mind. The shaping pulled on something he could sense but not see, drawing it toward him.

      Power surged within him, power that was so much like what he felt when healing. Jasn held on to it, drawing it to him, allowing himself to be filled by the strength of the water all around him.

      What would happen if he tried healing, but not externally? Could he heal himself?

      Would that allow him to reach the water elementals better?

      Jasn had never intentionally tried to heal himself. Every other time, it had come without thought and without any sort of plan. He had healed many others over the years, but only a few where he suspected there was something more to what he did, that he now knew to be the elemental influence.

      And if he turned that influence inward?

      Most within Atenas believed a shaping couldn’t be used on oneself, but Jasn had seen others do it before. The results were unpredictable and could often be unstable, much like what had happened when he’d used such a shaping to help Alena.

      The shaping began working within him but built rapidly, reaching the point where he could no longer control it.

      Cold surged through him, and he nearly cried out.

      The sense was like nothing he’d ever experienced, even when lying near death in Rens. Always there, the healing had come over him gradually, slowly easing through him. This was a powerful burst and shot through his blood like an icy touch, surging to his mind and then was gone.

      Jasn let out a shaky breath.

      “What was—”

      He didn’t hear Alena ask the rest. A voice drifting into his mind pressed her away.

      You have finally allowed healing.

      Jasn staggered forward and was caught by Wyath, who watched him with a curious expression. “What the stars?”

      “Talk to them,” Wyath urged.

      “How… How do you know?”

      The old man smiled. “I had much the same reaction the first time I spoke to earth.”

      Water?

      Water. Yes. Water of a sort.

      Are you an elemental? Speaking in this way, talking within his mind, felt awkward, and he had to resist the urge to speak aloud.

      That is your term for us.

      Why have you kept me alive?

      There came the sense of laughter. That is the question you would have answered?

      It was you, wasn’t it?

      We have helped, as we will continue to help, as long as you ask.

      But I didn’t ask.

      You might not have known that you did, but the request was there.

      Jasn didn’t know whether to be relieved or frightened that he had been asking for help all along without knowing it. What did that mean for him? What did that make him?

      Maybe nothing, or maybe he had never changed quite so much as he had thought.

      You say that I healed myself. What healing did I require?

      Darkness had seeped within you.

      Tenebeth?

      Not the one you call Tenebeth, but tendrils of his power.

      And now?

      Now it is gone.

      Others can be healed from the influence?

      Not all. Some have embraced that power too strongly to return. You did not.

      Jasn looked at Alena, who was speaking softly to Wyath. Both of them watched him, and neither appeared all that surprised that he was standing to the side, basically speaking to himself.

      What of the draasin? Can those corrupted be returned?

      Not by water.

      Jasn sighed. He had thought they would be able to use the healing effect of water to help them. Can you help us find her at least?

      There is little that can be done. The Mother abandons those tainted by Voidan. Over time, they are returned to the source.

      The Mother?

      She is the source. She is the light.

      Jasn shivered. He had never believed the dreck the priests claimed to know about the creator, but what if there was something more? The water elemental certainly seemed to believe there was a higher power. And Cheneth believed there was a darkness, what the priests would consider evil, that existed as well. Didn’t that make for a higher power?

      Can you help us find her? Jasn asked again. The Mother might have abandoned her, but we have not.

      The water elemental receded from his mind. Jasn worried that he might have offended it, but then it surged back into sharper focus, slipping into the forefront of his consciousness.

      She is here.

      An image appeared in his mind like a flash of light, and with it, Jasn knew where to find the draasin. From what he could tell, she was not far from him, not from where they were now.

      He looked to Alena and Wyath and swallowed. “Water speaks to me.”

      Wyath laughed softly. “I see that. And it is about time that it does. Most with the skill that you’ve shown develop the ability to speak long before now.”

      “They said darkness had started to reach into me. It wasn’t until I healed myself that I was able to reach them.”

      Wyath’s eyes narrowed. “You should not have been touched by Tenebeth…”

      “I spent nearly a year along the border of Rens. Wouldn’t that have given Tenebeth access to me? Wouldn’t that have allowed me to be corrupted?”

      Wyath glanced over to Alena and they met each other’s eyes. “We didn’t even know.”

      “There could be others.”

      “That’s not all that water told me. I know where to find the draasin.”
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        I must return and search the archives for records of the last time Tenebeth escaped.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara waited for the lizard to appear from the mist and the fog, but it didn’t. She heard it deep within her mind, the sound as foreign to her now as it had been the very first time she’d heard it.

      The heavy fog still hung in the air, and Ciara made certain to continue tapping with her j’na, sounding out the pattern she’d learned from her father. With each step, the fog intensified, growing thicker and denser and mixed with a familiar sort of heat.

      Olina stood nearby. Ciara sensed her through the connection with water, not because she could actually see her.

      “What is this?” Ciara asked.

      “Do you hear them?”

      She comes. The others follow.

      Ciara’s breath caught. Who comes? Olina?

      She needs your help. And you must work with the others. This is why the Mother brought you here.

      “What does it tell you?” Olina asked.

      “Something comes.” Ciara continued tapping, moving with the steady rhythm that she’d seen only once before, sliding her feet across the rough surface of the roots and tapping the j’na with a steady crack of her wrist at each step. The fog muted the sound now, keeping it from spreading.

      Olina stepped close to her, and Ciara no longer simply sensed her presence, she saw her vaguely outlined in the fog. “When you come to this place, there is only one thing that can come.”

      “What is this place?”

      Olina stepped into the middle of the circle that Ciara made and began walking the opposite direction. She dragged her staff as she went, moving steadily and with a different rhythm.

      “Once it was a place of light, but that has changed over time. Now it is a place of darkness. Why did you come here?”

      “I told Nevan that I needed a flat surface to attempt to summon the draasin.”

      Olina hesitated, and as she did, the rhythm she created by dragging her staff changed, fading for a moment. The surge of power that had been coming from her faded with it. “That fool,” she said, though it seemed mostly to herself. “Does he really think that drawing him here would help him?”

      “Drawing who here?”

      “Tenebeth.”

      Ciara was the one to stop this time and looked at Olina. She shivered at the thought of somehow calling the shadow man to her. Why would Nevan have led her here?

      “Maybe he didn’t know,” she suggested.

      “Keep moving,” Olina urged. “We will need all the help we can get.”

      “For what?”

      “To survive.”

      Ciara continued in the steady pattern, working in a loop around the outer edge of the roots. Olina marched on the inside, and in something other than a circle.

      “What do you summon?” Ciara asked.

      “Help.”

      You are not with Tenebeth, but what are you? Ciara asked.

      You must be ready, Nya’shin. The lizard spoke the word like a name rather than a title and carried with it much of the tone of ancient Rens.

      Ready for what?

      As if in answer, a dark shadow drifted over the treetop, blotting out the light. A horrible cry echoed, bellowing out from the draasin.

      “The draasin have come to help,” Ciara said excitedly to Olina.

      The older woman lifted her staff and slammed it into the roots. A surge of wind exploded outward, and a massive, thundering crack tore through the forest. The fog dissipated, fading in the flash.

      “Not this draasin.”

      Ciara held her j’na poised to strike again, but she realized that it wouldn’t matter. What Olina had done had changed the summoning, turning it somehow. “I thought you said the draasin were the light? That they opposed the shadows?”

      Olina tipped her staff toward the trees, and a blast of wind and another rumble of earth echoed from within. A low yelp sounded from deeper within the forest. Olina nodded with a satisfied smile. “Not all the draasin. Tenebeth claims all the power he can. Many have been lost.”

      “The riders,” Ciara said.

      Olina nodded and started into the trees at a hurried pace. “The riders.”

      Ciara raced after the old woman and had to hurry to keep pace. How could she move so quickly at her age?

      “Once, the wise had many riders and feared nothing from the draasin, but much has changed. The draasin no longer answer our summons. Darkness threatens to descend upon us.”

      The draasin roared again, the sound tearing through Ciara’s ears and so different than any other draasin she’d ever heard. “This is my fault.”

      “No. This is not your fault. You summoned, but not the draasin.”

      “Then what did I summon?”

      Olina paused long enough to look over at her, her mouth pinched. “Hopefully you summoned help.”

      Olina continued through the trees, moving ever more quickly, and soon disappeared.

      Ciara hurried after her but was slowed by the soggy ground that sucked at her boots. Her long cloak dragged across the ground as she walked, pulling leaves and debris with her. Every so often, the draasin roared, and each time, Ciara tensed, feeling the unsettling fear of what would happen if it descended.

      She’d experienced the shadow man. What would it be like to experience a draasin twisted by him?

      Ciara knew the answer: Terrifying.

      She neared the edge of the trees and saw Olina standing in the middle of the grassy plain at the top of the hill she’d climbed up. Her staff swung around her head and periodically, she would slam it into the soft ground. Power exploded up from her, lifting the grasses and sending surges of earth and droplets of water into the air to rain back down upon them.

      Ciara panted as she ran forward. She still felt the heat of her blood within her, but there was something else, the distant awareness of the lizard within her mind. That awareness grew steadily closer. Ciara wondered at that as well. What did it mean that she could hear the lizard within her mind?

      Olina hesitated.

      No, Ciara realized. She hadn’t hesitated. Something caught her in the back and she flung her arms up, losing her jainah as it went flying down the side of the hill.

      Ciara looked around the clearing and saw Nevan standing near the shadowed edge of the trees, his arm cocked back, holding another rock.

      Without thinking, Ciara flung her j’na at him.

      Tipped with draasin glass, the spear flew straight, whistling through the air. It struck him in the shoulder and sent him spinning.

      She raced toward him. He struggled on the ground and tried to pull the spear from his shoulder, but it had wedged deeply. Ciara kicked him in the stomach, sending him doubling over, and then kicked him again in the head until he lost consciousness.

      She trembled. Nevan had been kind to her, hadn’t he?

      Then again, Fas had been her friend, and she had seen the way the shadows had tainted him. The same way the shadows sought to taint her.

      She grabbed her j’na and yanked it from Nevan’s shoulder.

      As she turned back to Olina, she saw the draasin descending from the sky. It streaked toward Olina as she scrambled across the ground, searching for her jainah, but the staff had tumbled down the steep slope.

      Ciara cocked her arm and flung her j’na at the draasin.

      All she wanted was to deter the massive creature. If it had been tainted, then there might not be anything she could do, but she wanted to slow it first, keep it from striking Olina.

      The draasin glass struck the scaled underbelly, grazing it, before the spear fell back to the earth, plunging point first into the ground.

      At least it had the intended effect. The draasin swooped back into the air, avoiding Olina.

      Ciara ran to her and helped her up. “We need to get to safety.”

      “Where the tainted draasin are concerned, there is no safety,” Olina said. “We must fight, or all will die.”

      From the vantage at the top of the hill, Ciara saw the town of K’ral spread out below. A few people were in the street, but most raced for the protection of their homes. They had experienced this before, Ciara realized.

      “What can we do?” she asked.

      “Hope that our help arrives in time.”

      “What help?”

      As she asked, she sensed the surge of water. It was massive and more than anything she had ever experienced before. With it came the rumbling of earth and the gusting of wind. All added to the familiar heat radiating from the draasin, though she felt that heat as a cool flame, so different than what she’d experienced while in Rens.

      But she knew the sense that came now. Ciara had felt it before, more times than she cared to remember. Each time, there had been an attack, and each time, her people—her village—had suffered.

      Shapers of Ter.

      They appeared on lightning that streaked from the sky.

      Ciara reached for her j’na, ready to throw it. The draasin was bad enough, but shapers…

      She stood, staring defiantly at the sky. She would not die without fighting.
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        The college is unsettled. I have returned to find discord that should not exist and alliances where we should be neutral. An ancient text is missing from the archives, and I fear what it means.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “I see the draasin,” Alena said.

      Jasn could more than simply see the draasin, he could feel the heat coming off it. The sense was different than from any of the draasin he’d experienced in the barracks. That had been a dry, painful heat. This burned through his body, leaving him feeling a painful agony.

      They streaked past the draasin and landed in a grassy clearing much like what they had left. An old woman crouched on the ground and a Rens warrior clutched her long spear, preparing to pull it from the ground.

      Jasn had seen many such warriors in his time in Rens. One had left a spear plunged through his shoulder, but as usual, the elementals had healed him.

      He was starting to shape an attack upon the warrior when the voice of water exploded in his mind.

      Do not harm her.

      Jasn shifted his shaping toward the ground, preparing a buffer for their landing. Alena dropped next to him. Wyath came more slowly and landed with a thundering surge of earth. Wind whipped around and he wondered why Wyath shaped it with such strength.

      “Is there anything you can do?” he asked Alena.

      Her eyes were wide as she stared at the draasin circling in the sky. It breathed fire toward them that Wyath waved away with a shaping of earth and water.

      “I can’t reach her. She’s silent.”

      The Rens warrior held her spear, prepared to strike. “You won’t use your tainted draasin against us.”

      The old woman reached for the warrior’s arm and pulled it down. “Easy, Rider. They are the help.”

      The girl—Jasn realized she was barely more than a girl—hesitated, lowering her arm a moment. “They are of Ter. I’ve seen attacks from them before. Whatever else you think, Olina, they will not help.”

      The draasin dipped toward them, drawing Jasn’s focus. He used water and pressed up, pulling on the moisture in these lands. There was plenty, enough to provide significant strength to his shaping.

      The Rens warrior watched him, her eyes narrowing.

      “Olina?” Wyath said as he stepped toward the girl and the woman. He breathed out a sigh that came something like a laugh. “Cheneth, you sneaky bastard.” Wyath turned toward the two women and raised his hands. “We are friends of Cheneth, Enlightened of Hyaln.”

      The woman, Olina, nodded. “Why have you come?”

      Alena turned toward her and motioned to the draasin. “The draasin. She’s been tainted by…”

      “Tenebeth. Yes,” the Rens warrior said.

      Alena tipped her head. “We would heal her.”

      Olina shook her head. “There is no healing from that, not for one of the elementals.”

      The wind kicked up again, and Jasn realized that it spun around the draasin in a torrent. That was part of the reason the draasin hadn’t descended and attacked. It had been held on a shaping. But who could do that?

      Jasn knew the answer. Eldridge.

      He’d seen the wind strength the man had, much more than any other shaper he’d ever met. That strength was tied to his ability to speak to the elementals.

      Could they use the combined strength of the elements to help the draasin? Alena with fire, Wyath with earth, Eldridge and wind, and him with water.

      The ground surged and Alena was flung into the air, tossed down the hill. Flames raced after her.

      Jasn didn’t have the chance to react, and she was still weakened by the connection to the egg that pulled on her fire shaping.

      A dark shape streaked toward them, dark as night, and landed on the ground only a few paces in front of them.

      It took Jasn a moment to recognize Thenas.

      He had changed. There was no question that he had embraced the darkness. It oozed from him, much like the new strength that he possessed oozed from him.

      The shaping he worked was immense. Thenas sent it toward all three of them at the same time, forcing Jasn back a step. Wyath surged through the earth to solidify his connection, and Eldridge did the same with the wind. Each pushed back.

      But Tenebeth had made Thenas strong. Thenas smiled and used a dark shaping on them.

      “I have you to thank,” he said to Jasn. “Your healing opened me to such power, and this beast as well. You could have had the same, if only you hadn’t resisted.”

      Jasn drew upon water, pulling on each of the elements as he had never done before. Water poured through him, slamming into Thenas, but did nothing to slow him.

      “At least now I understand what she hid all these years,” he said, his eyes drifting toward the hillside. “If only Calan knew, but I think even he was too foolish to appreciate what he could have had.” He pushed outward, the strength of his dark magic forcing each of the Ter shapers back another step. “Now that I’ve been paired, there is little any of the hunters will be able to do to stop me.”

      The shaping that built was almost more than Jasn could suppress.

      He leapt toward Thenas with his sword unsheathed and was thrown back. Wyath tried reaching him and was swept away on a shaping of wind. Even the old lady attempted to thwart him but could not.

      Thenas smiled, and an enormous shaping built. The draasin howled.

      “You think your shaping can stop me?” Thenas cried. “She said you were foolish, Volth, but I did not think you would fall so easily.”

      Then his chest exploded, and the tip of a long spear pierced his skin.

      Thenas reached for it, wrapping his hands around the spear and trying to push it back, but the spear had penetrated his heart. Jasn could sense the way his blood spilled from the gash. It was the kind of wound that would be fatal.

      “Let Rens stop you, Tenebeth,” the warrior said. Her mouth twisted in a fierce scowl, and Jasn wondered if she might make a run at Thenas to grab the spear, but she didn’t. She only waited.

      Thenas dropped to his knees as his life poured from him. “You think you can stop him? He is greater than them all. And he will blot out the light.”

      Thenas fell forward and said no more.

      The Rens warrior walked over to him and grabbed her spear, pulling it from his chest. “How do you intend to help the draasin?”

      Jasn had no idea. He had thought that he could use the combined elemental draw, but when they had attempted that on Thenas, they had failed. If not for the Rens warrior’s attack, he suspected they would have been overwhelmed.

      What could they do?

      Jasn looked at Wyath and Eldridge. Neither man spoke, watching him.

      It was then that Jasn realized they hadn’t used each of the elementals on Thenas. Fire had been missing.

      “We need fire,” he said. “Alena—”

      “She is hurt, Jasn Volth,” Eldridge said. “The connection is weak.”

      “I don’t know if it will work without a connection to fire.”

      “Rider,” Olina said. “You must call fire.”

      The girl looked back at Olina. “I don’t speak to fire.”

      “You are a rider. You can speak to fire.” Olina turned to Jasn. “You have each of the others?”

      Jasn nodded. “As much as we can.”

      “It might work,” she said to herself. “It has never been tried, but it is possible.” She turned to the girl. “Use your pattern, but slower; feel the rhythm of the flame within you.”

      The draasin swooped, shooting fire toward them. Eldridge directed it back into the sky with a shaping of wind. Without Thenas, the focus for the draasin had shifted.

      The girl watched Olina for a moment and then nodded. She began to make a small circle, moving slowly and pressing her spear into the ground. At first, Jasn didn’t think she did anything, but he began to feel the way power built each time she pressed her spear into the ground.

      “Now the others,” Olina told him. “Add earth.”

      Wyath nodded and surged earth into what the girl was doing. Jasn felt it as a rumble through the ground as it hardened. Each time her spear tapped down, it rang out with a sharp crack.

      “Wind,” the woman said.

      Eldridge focused his shaping on the pattern and added the strength of what he could do to it. It built, and each time the spear struck the now-hard ground, it rang out more loudly. On and on it went, power building even more.

      “Water,” Olina urged. “You must direct it as a healing focus.”

      Jasn turned the water into a fountain, sending it spraying toward her pattern. He expected it to crash into her, but instead it joined into the pattern, mixing as if he were combining a shaping. He pulled on the elemental strength, using as much power as the water elemental could lend, and sent it toward her.

      The shaping built.

      Jasn could feel it deep within him.

      The draasin dove toward them.

      “Now,” Olina said.

      The girl lifted her spear. Light streaked from the tip and hit the draasin.

      The massive creature fell in a heap on the far side of the hilltop.

      “Damn!” Jasn swore. “We didn’t want to kill it!”

      As he ran toward the draasin, Wyath caught him by the arm and pulled him back. “Easy, Jasn. Look.”

      Jasn stopped and saw the elemental begin to move. The massive creature sat up, stretched her long, leathery wings, then her talons, digging them into the soft earth where she had landed.

      Did it work?

      He directed the question to water, wondering if the elemental would be able to answer.

      At first, the water elemental was silent. Jasn wondered if it would answer. When it did, there was relief in the elemental’s tone.

      You have done well. Better than the Mother expected.

      What does that mean?

      It means she is restored.
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        Shapers alone cannot stop Tenebeth. They will need something more. I fear I must abandon impartiality. If I do not, darkness will escape in full.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara sat cross-legged on the ground, her j’na resting over her knees. She still wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that shapers from Ter had helped with the draasin. She had known them as savages, but that wasn’t what she’d seen from them at all.

      Could they really have only wanted to help?

      That hadn’t been her experience, though. Shapers from Ter had attacked her village and had destroyed her homeland. Whatever else they did, there was no doubting what they had done in the past.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off the muscular man who leaned over the dark-haired woman. A water shaper—she was certain of it—the strength he had displayed had been tremendous. He spoke softly, but loud enough for her to hear.

      “Can you tell?” the man asked.

      The woman nodded. “She speaks to me again,” the woman said. “We need to return to the barracks for the egg, but she will help.” The woman looked at the draasin, watching without any sign of fear. The draasin rested quietly, long tail curled around it, looking more like some massive desert fox. Though it was hidden behind the elemental, Ciara sensed the lizard working its tongue over the draasin’s scales. The others hadn’t seemed to notice yet.

      The man sighed. “You will go. Wyath can help,” he said, glancing at the older man standing with his arms crossed, speaking to another hawkish man. “I need to find Bayan and then speak to Lachen, find out how much he knows.”

      “Do you really think it wise to go to the commander with questions like that? What if he—”

      Ciara didn’t get the chance to hear the rest. Olina leaned over her and flashed a smile that was missing a few teeth. She had recovered her jainah sometime after the draasin had been saved.

      “You have been quiet,” Olina said.

      “What is there to say?”

      Olina tipped her staff toward the shapers of Ter. “You could speak to them. They might have answers to your questions.”

      Ciara wondered if they would have answers or if she would be left with only more questions. “All I want is to go home,” she said softly. “I wanted answers, but this is more than I can understand.”

      Olina settled down next to her. The ground was hard now, more like the rock found in Rens than the soft and soggy ground she’d known since coming to K’ral. “More? You are a rider. Perhaps you can be a summoner. I would send you to Hylan if I didn’t fear what you might find.”

      “What of my people? And my father,” she started but cut herself off. Her father remained in the village, but her people? How many had been lost now? How many remained? Were she to return, there might not be anything for her to help. “I can’t stay here,” Ciara said. This wasn’t home. These lands, as wet and soft as she found them, were so different than her homeland. She could never be comfortable here.

      “No. You cannot stay here,” Olina agreed.

      Ciara looked over to the old woman. She had half expected Olina to ask her to stay, but if she wouldn’t, what did that mean for her? “They intend to take the draasin with them,” Ciara said. That much she understood from what she’d overheard, just as she understood that they apparently had a draasin egg.

      “You understand why?”

      Ciara nodded to the dark-haired woman. “She speaks to them.”

      Olina nodded. “She does. She is strong.” There was respect in her tone. “One like her could have risen to the level of the wise, but no longer. And the others, they each speak to the elementals, much as you do.” She said nothing for a moment and then waved at the older man.

      As he approached, Olina nodded to him and stood. “You will tell Cheneth what I said.”

      “He will know.”

      Olina glanced down. “Will he teach this one?”

      “I can’t speak for him, Olina.”

      “You must tell him that she called the nobelas as well as the draasin, and both without training. Let him decide the next step.”

      The man called Wyath stared down at Ciara. “I will tell him.”

      “Darkness threatened, but there can be healing. First we must throw away old barriers,” Olina said.

      Wyath smiled at her. “I am not your student, Olina.”

      “No, but you will tell him what I said.”

      “I will tell him.”

      Olina leaned on her staff and fixed Ciara with an intense stare. “You question where you should go and what you should do. Let Olina the Wise tell you,” she said. “Go to Cheneth to learn.”

      “I need to return home.”

      “Your home? What will remain of it when Tenebeth comes?” Olina shook her head. “You have shown that you can do much more. I understand why he came for you now.”

      Wyath watched her, arms crossed over his chest. She sensed a bright power from him, much like what she sensed from Olina. “Why should I learn from this Cheneth? What can he teach me?”

      Olina tapped her staff. It snapped loudly across the hard stone. “Because he was once my student in Hyaln. And he is enlightened. He will teach you what it means to call the draasin and become a rider, only I think that you will be more than simply a rider.”

      Ciara ran her fingers along the shaft of her j’na, considering what she should do. Did she go with him, or did she attempt to return to her home?

      Then she thought of the draasin and the darkness that she’d seen within it, darkness that was now gone. She thought, too, of the voice of the lizard and its strange ability to heal.

      She wanted to know more about them. She needed to know more. The next time the shadow man came, she wanted to be ready. And, she had to admit to herself, she wanted to know more about the power she had used. Could she use that to help her people?

      Ciara stood and slung her j’na up onto her shoulder, staring at the draasin. How could she choose anything other than a chance at understanding, even if it meant going with shapers of Ter?

      “I will go,” she whispered, setting her j’na to the ground softly. Light flashed from it, and she thought she heard an echoing voice in her head.

      Ciara wasn’t sure if it was the lizard or Tenebeth.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Out soon - Book 3 of the Endless War: Summoner’s Bond

      

      Ciara has traveled to the barracks but the promised teaching has not come to pass, leaving her worse off than before, and her people without the nya'shin for protection. If she can't master the summoning, she fears the darkness will claim her.

      But now that the darkness has revealed itself, Jasn must find a way to save Alena from her connection to the draasin before that connection kills her. Only then can he search for whether Katya was destroyed by the darkness, or learn if he can still save her. With her shaping limited, Alena discovers a different reserve of strength, one that will be vital in the coming days.

      The real war now begins. They all must learn how to suppress the danger of Tenebeth, discover and stop those responsible for summoning the dark, or none will survive.
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