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        The records in the college are incomplete, though admittedly they are more extensive than what Hyaln possesses. The Varden of Hyaln has long assumed the College of Scholars possess limited knowledge, but what I have seen is anything but limited.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Oliver Bestrun waited outside the wide double doors of the Seat of the Order. Muted voices drifted through the door, defying any shaped attempt to listen. The Council of the Order were all talented shapers, warriors all, and they would know well enough to mask their voices. That didn’t stop Oliver from wanting to listen.

      His heart raced in nervous excitement, and through an effort of will and a trickle of water shaping, he forced it to slow. Barely more than the slightest touch of the shaping. Most water shapers would never attempt to turn the shaping upon themselves, but few had the necessary control—and knowledge—to do so without harming themselves. Oliver had been a member of the Healing Guild since his earliest days in Atenas and had risen quickly because of his shaping skill. He had remained where he was because of his ability to listen.

      The summons to the Seat was uncommon. Even the council did not simply summon the head of the guild. But he had been summoned.

      He stood fixed in place as he worked to settle his nervous heart. It betrayed him, and he would not have that when coming to the Seat. No, he needed to present a calm and composed appearance befitting his station.

      Taking deep breaths helped soothe his mind, and he continued to tamp down the steady pounding of his heart.

      The door opened, and all his control threatened to leave.

      Using a final shaping, Oliver sent a chill of calm through himself.

      “Guild Master.”

      He nodded to Hester Jons, third on the Seat. The man had trained under Oliver, though briefly enough that there would be no loyalty there. “Councilor Jons.”

      “Thank you for answering the summons. The Seat welcomes you to our chamber.”

      Oliver clasped his hands across his ample belly as he peered past Hester. He had never before come to the Seat, though not for lack of trying. There had been a time when he had wanted nothing more than to be raised to that office, to sit among the council as they ruled over the order. That had been before he’d been called to lead the guild. A part of him still longed for the possibility of who he could have been had he found a way onto the council.

      But answers came easier to those of the guild. In some ways, he learned more than he would have if he had been a member of the council. The guild knew secrets, some that could be dangerous were they shared. Others that were dangerous if they were not.

      Stepping into the room, he noticed it was ornately decorated. A thick rug stretched from wall to wall. A lacquered table rested in the middle, with expertly carved chairs seated around it. Paintings, the work done by some of the earliest masters and therefore quite valuable, were artfully hung. Five lanterns, each glowing with a bright light, were set into the walls.

      The other councilors sat around the rectangular table, though one seat remained open at the end of it. The commander’s seat. Oliver was not surprised that he was missing.

      “Welcome, Master Bestrun.”

      He turned to see Wansa Nawok rise. She was the second on the council, sitting below only the commander himself, who was first of the order. She wore a black robe with a velvet belt and peered at him through sharp gray eyes. Her silver hair was pulled back and secured with a band of matching velvet. Her sword, a weapon rumor said she was quite skilled with, was barely visible beneath the folds of her robe, but there was no denying that she wore it.

      Oliver bowed his head. Had he not been nervous before, he most certainly was now. How had he ever thought to come before the council and not show his nerves? Still holding onto the shaping of water—it remained barely more than a trickle—he used it to keep himself steadied.

      With his head bowed, he glanced at the others around the table. The council was comprised of five members, and all but the commander were here. The fourth, Lester Dakan, sat with his lips pursed, his brow furrowed, as if trying to understand a difficult riddle. The fifth, Margo Cauthy, had her hands on the table and simply watched him. She was the newest on the council, and the youngest. If rumors were to be believed, and they often were, she might be the strongest in power other than the commander.

      “You summoned the guild,” he said.

      Wansa Nawok shook her head. “We summoned Master Bestrun, not the guild.”

      The comment caught him off guard. Wasn’t he here to represent the guild? Why else would they have summoned him? And if not for the guild, then what did they need from him?

      For a moment, he lost control of his shaping and his heart fluttered, but only for a moment, and then he managed to gain a measure of calm once more.

      “I am, of course, honored to have been asked to appear before the Seat of the Order,” he said carefully.

      Hester took his chair, and the weight of the four councilors’ gazes fell upon him. None spoke. Oliver looked from chair to chair, wondering why they had called him here. The more he watched, the more uncomfortable he became.

      But, surprisingly, the more calm as well. He didn’t struggle to steady his heart. There was the awkward silence, but nothing more than that. He would meet their eyes, and he would wait to see why they had summoned him. And the longer he stood there, the more he wondered if the councilors were as nervous as he was.

      “Yes,” Wansa said finally. “We have a question for you that pertains to the guild, but not only the guild. That is why you have been asked to come before us.”

      He squeezed his hands together, pressing them against his stomach to steady himself even more. “A question that required a formal summons?” Through the fabric of his robe, he could feel the edge of the paper marked with the seal of the Seat. When one of the order received such a summons, there was no delaying the answer, much as there was no choice but to answer. Ignoring the summons risked expulsion from the order.

      “A formal summons seemed the easiest way to gather the information that was necessary.”

      “I’m not certain that I understand.”

      The council stared at him, unblinking.

      It was then that Oliver became aware of the steadily building pressure of a shaping.

      The effect was subtle, and had he not been so focused on slowing his heart, he might have noticed it before, but had he not been focused on himself, turning his water shaping inward, he might not have noticed what they did at all.

      Few shapers could work their magic without any signs. Oliver had seen some with that ability, but it was considered something of a mark of extreme ability, and even those in the order rarely mastered it.

      He should not be surprised that the council attempted to shape him this way, but why shape him if they had only brought him for questioning?

      Oliver looked to each member of the council and realized the importance of what Wansa had said. They needed him to come before them, but not for questioning—rather, they wanted something else, something they could only achieve through shaping.

      Balls! He had been so focused on worrying about what they wanted that he hadn’t considered any other reason for the summons.

      “What is this?” Oliver met Wansa’s eyes. As she was second on the council, a shaping like this would be controlled by her, wouldn’t it?

      Pushing outwardly, holding on to water and keeping it wrapped around himself like a blanket, he teased at the shaping. A weak shaper with other elements, he might be one of the order, but only barely. Were it not for his ability with water, he might never have been raised to the order. But few rivaled him when it came to water.

      “Hester!” Oliver snapped.

      The third continued to watch him, unblinking and saying nothing.

      Oliver started to back away but realized the shaping held him in place. The effect had been so subtle that he hadn’t even noticed.

      What were they attempting?

      There had been rumors about some in the order lately, but he had thought they were only that—rumors. Stories of a dark power coming out of the tower, of shadows called from a distant land. He had seen those himself, had warned others that they existed, but hadn’t really expected that the council would be the source of those rumors.

      He wouldn’t have many chances to get away safely.

      Oliver worked furiously at the shaping. Most thought water only good for healing, but he had worked with it long enough that he had learned other tricks. With water, he could detect the threads of another shaping and, if given the time, could separate the shaping. That was what he attempted now. If he could only make it work… he might be able to get himself freed.

      If he couldn’t… Oliver didn’t want to think about what might happen. What did the council intend with him?

      As he worked on the shaping, he realized that another held the primary control of the shaping, and not the person he suspected.

      Margo tapped on the tabletop, her fingers dancing in a steady staccato. Each time she tapped, there was a surge of energy around him. He had no other indication for the shaping, nothing that told him they did anything, nothing other than their silence.

      A crawling sensation worked through his mind, and a helpless shiver ran through him.

      Oliver drew in a deep breath and, with a sharp sweep of water, holding it together almost like a knife, severed the connection that pressed around him, destroying the shaping.

      The effort left him weakened.

      Wansa blinked. Hester sat forward suddenly in his chair. Lester’s brow furrowed even deeper. But Margo did nothing other than resume her tapping.

      Oliver took a step back.

      The shaping no longer held him.

      He wrapped water around himself, drawing away as much heat from the air as he could, and pushed backward, sliding on his shaping.

      He crashed into the door and back into the hall.

      Without waiting to see if they would follow, he ran for the stairs.

      When he heard noise behind him, he dove, landing on his generous belly, supported by his shaping of water, and slid down the stairs. Oliver didn’t dare look back to see who might follow and started to plan his next move.
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        Maintaining the concealment has been difficult within the college. There are some who would recognize me, and others who question why I am here. It is doubtful that I will be able to maintain the illusion long enough to find what I seek.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara huddled near the hearth in the strange building. Stone walls pressed around her, solid and stout and damp. Water—more water than she ever would have expected to feel within stone—seeped through it, as if trying to push out of the earth in a stream. She sensed it, even if she could not call it like a true nya’shin.

      But then, what was she if not a nya’shin?

      Her hand squeezed her j’na, the only thing she still possessed that marked her as nya’shin and of Rens. Even her clothing had changed; she was no longer in her thin elouf, clothing far too thin for even her time in K’ral, and was dressed now in a thick brown cloak that made her look like one of Ter. What would her father say if he saw her like this?

      But her father might already be dead. She’d been gone from Rens and the village for long enough that she didn’t know what had happened to him. And she would have gone back—she should have gone back—but Olina had convinced her that she needed to go with the Ter shapers so that she could learn.

      Since she’d come, she had been held in this room, essentially a prison, with no contact with any of the shapers. Was that what Olina expected of her?

      Ciara stared into the hearth, wishing that she felt more warmth from the flames dancing there. Part of her longed to return to Rens, to the heat and the dry air and the familiarity, but she needed to learn. That was the reason she’d come here, so that she could understand what she might be able to do.

      Pressure built in her head, the kind she’d learned to associate with shaping, and she turned to see the door open. The older, gray-haired man the others called Wyath entered, carrying a tray of food. He brought it around the desk stacked with books she couldn’t read and set it on a small table, motioning to it.

      “You should eat.”

      Ciara wrapped her arms around her legs and looked away. Her j’na pressed against her knees and she pushed harder, letting herself feel the pain. Maybe if she pushed hard enough, it would break too, just like every other connection she had to her home.

      “You should eat,” Wyath said again.

      “Why? Why does it matter?”

      “You haven’t eaten anything I’ve brought you.”

      “No. I won’t take anything that you’ve poisoned.” She doubted they had poisoned anything, but her frustration at being here and not seeing anyone but Wyath had begun to overwhelm her.

      Wyath lifted a lump of bread and tore off a piece. He dipped it in the stew he’d brought and chewed it slowly, deliberately, and then swallowed. “Not poisoned. Eat.”

      “I was supposed to learn why I came here.”

      Wyath stared at her, his eyes falling to her j’na. “You can summon the elementals. That is why you are here.”

      “I won’t hurt them.”

      “I can see that you won’t,” Wyath said.

      “Then why not teach me? Isn’t that why Olina sent me here?” She eyed the food. It had been nearly a week since she’d had anything to eat. Her thirst had betrayed her long ago, forcing her to drink, though she had used water sensing to test the clarity before doing so. And she couldn’t detect anything in the food either, but that didn’t mean it was safe. Were she a water shaper like a true nya’shin, she might be able to use the connection to heal herself should she be poisoned, but for now, she had to rely on her sensing ability.

      “She sent you to learn from Cheneth.”

      Ciara snorted. “Cheneth. You say his name as if I should know it, but I haven’t seen him. All the time that I’ve been here and there has been no sign of this person, I begin to wonder if this wasn’t some way to trap me.”

      Wyath’s face remained unreadable, but she felt the way his heart quickened. Had she made him nervous or angry? Either might be dangerous.

      “Why do you stay here?” Ciara had half a mind to slam her j’na into the ground. She wasn’t sure if it would have the same effect as when she’d been with Olina, or whether it would summon… whatever it was that she had summoned, but the j’na still had a draasin-glass tip, and she could still use it as a weapon. If nothing else, she would prove to this Wyath that she was not to be mistreated.

      The old man merely watched her, sadness in his eyes that reflected the light from the hearth. “I thought that I could understand,” he said. “But perhaps we have moved beyond the opportunity to understand each other. A shame if that is what has happened.”

      Ciara gripped the length of her j’na, the carvings her father had placed on the shaft of the spear pressing into her palm. Almost she could hear his gentle chiding, a warning to listen rather than to rush in without thinking.

      What did she really know? She had been brought to this place, one that seemed apart from the rest of Ter. She didn’t know anything about the people of Ter, only the destruction caused by their shapers, but these shapers had not harmed her. Rather, they had come for the shadow man and had helped to press him back, had pushed him out of the draasin. If nothing else, she needed to find a way to trust rather than fear.

      Without looking up, she took the tray holding the stew and took a tentative bite.

      Wyath watched her for a long moment before nodding.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eating a few more meals helped her regain her strength. Now the sense of water flowed through her much more strongly and she recognized the steady beating of Wyath’s heart as he approached and lowered the shaping that sealed her into the room.

      As she had regained her strength, she had regained some sensing ability, too. She began to wonder if the shaping she’d thought was to keep her in was actually to keep others out. Wyath set the food down but looked over to her with a wry smile. “Thought that I might bring something else this time.”

      Ciara watched, a familiar fear fluttering in her chest that she forcibly pushed away. Wyath had been nothing but kind to her, hadn’t he? Unless that was what he wanted her to think.

      “What did you bring?” she asked.

      He knelt on the ground across from her and pulled a stack of what looked to be paper from his pocket and set it on the ground. “This is called sapat. It’s a game I learned from Cheneth. Thought you and I could play while we wait for him to return.”

      “I don’t read Terran.”

      Wyath glanced up from the cards and shook his head with a smile. “Not to read. These are cards. This is a game.” He began to peel the top few off and turned them up. The first had an image of an older woman, long hair flowing down past her back, and she clutched a long staff. In some ways, the staff reminded her of what Olina carried. “This is the Mother. A powerful card.” He turned the next, and flames were depicted on the corners. In the center was a young woman with wild hair. “This is Isash. She is fire.” He turned another, a stout man with a rake or a hoe. “Veran of earth.” The next card had a swirling face in the water. “Neamah of water.” The last was a wisp of blackness that seemed strangely the shape of a man mixed with smoke. “Ebrel of wind.”

      As he continued to turn the cards, she realized that they didn’t repeat, but each card had a different shape, and each one was tied to the elements. “These are the elementals?” she asked.

      Wyath studied the card he had up. Rather than a shape, this looked to be a cloud, or dirt, but it reminded her of the shadow man.

      She gasped. “Tenebeth.”

      Wyath held the card out and studied it. “Not Tenebeth. This is Nightfall. It’s a card of power, but one that is difficult to play well.”

      Ciara stared at the card, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that the card he called Nightfall—a name her people had for one of the other gods—reminded her in some ways of Tenebeth. The shadow man.

      “I don’t want to play,” she said.

      Wyath tried to hide the look of hurt that crossed his face, but he failed. He took the cards and slipped them into his pocket. “Well, I thought we could pass the time with them, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Tell me, nya’shin, what can I do to help put your mind at ease?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You call me nya’shin, but what do you know about my people?”

      Wyath’s back straightened as he met her eyes. “I know that the people of Rens and those of Ter have fought for too long. I know the endless war serves the wrong purpose, but those who lead don’t see that. And I know that the draasin who attack along the border only do so by coercion.”

      Ciara squeezed her j’na. “Then why do we fight?”

      “That is a question I don’t know the answer to.”

      He reached into his pocket again and Ciara tensed, fearing that he would pull the cards back out once more. She didn’t want to see the card for darkness again, regardless of what he might call it.

      Rather than drawing out the cards, he brought out a series of smooth stones and shook them in the palm of his hand. “Maybe a different game then?”

      He tossed the stones across the floor, and she realized that shapes were placed onto them. Wyath tapped each one, and a strange sense of pressure burst from them, almost as if he shaped as he did. The stones began to glow.

      “A variation on an old game, one that I learned when studying in Atenas. Don’t know what it was called then, but we always just called it shaper’s stones.”

      “I’m not a shaper,” she said softly.

      Wyath looked from her j’na to her with a frown. “No? Thought that all nya’shin have some shaping ability. And back in that village, you seemed to direct fire pretty well.”

      “That wasn’t a shaping.”

      Wyath smiled. “No? What would you call it then?”

      Ciara didn’t know what she would call it, only that she couldn’t shape fire. Her father had demonstrated a way for her to summon draasin, and perhaps she had used that to summon the other elemental, that strange lizard she seemed able to speak to, but she had no control over fire.

      “I… I don’t know what it was.”

      “Hmm,” Wyath said. “Seems to me that you were the one to control the shaping, and you pulled fire into it. Without you there, I’m not sure we would have managed to help that draasin.”

      Ciara tried to force herself to relax, but struggled to do so. Tension filled her at the mention of the possibility that she might have shaped. Wasn’t that what she had always wanted? Hadn’t she wanted to be able to shape, to use that to help her people? But the nya’shin were water shapers; they could use that power to help the people. What did it mean that she could sense water, but she could call fire?

      “Anyway, it’s because of your help. Not such a good thing that we have you here like this, but I had hoped Cheneth would have been here by now. Soon enough, though. Soon enough. Then he can begin your education.”

      Wyath swept the stones back into his hand and shook them onto the ground. This time when he shaped them, leading to dark blue lines on them, she felt the way he did it even if she still didn’t understand what exactly it was she felt.

      Wyath looked over at her and smiled. Ciara swallowed, knowing she should not trust these shapers. They were Ter. The same people who had attacked throughout Rens. The same people who had attacked her village! But how could she not at least try?

      And if she could learn to shape something other than water, even if it was fire, maybe she would be able to help her people in another way. And maybe she could do something to prevent the shadow man from returning, from attacking again. If she could, then she needed to remain and see if there was anything she could learn.

      Not only for herself and the power she had long desired but for her people, to protect those who had been lost and to prevent another attack.

      When Wyath handed her the stones, she took them and tossed them to the ground. She touched them as he demonstrated and felt a surge of pressure before colors spread across the stones. Wyath smiled, and she didn’t know if he had shaped the stones or if it had been her.
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        Eldridge should have returned. I know that he would agree, though reluctantly, and he would likely find more than I have managed. I have discovered several pieces that are helpful, but there is more than I cannot learn without access from a bishop or someone higher.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      When the door opened again, Ciara looked over, expecting Wyath. He had been back to the room a few times, each time to play stones with her. Each time he did, she began to wonder how much of the game he shaped and how much was because of something she managed to do. The game itself wasn’t all that difficult to play, requiring chance with the toss, but there was something about the shaping that mattered. So far, she didn’t think she had done anything that assisted with the shaping, but maybe there was more to it than she realized.

      At the door, a thin, stoop-backed, elderly man paused and pushed up a pair of wire-framed glasses that he peered through. A smudge of blackness—likely ink, she realized—smeared across his cheek. Heavy lines around his eyes made him appear more weary and aged than she suspected he was.

      He made his way toward the desk and leaned on it. As he did, she realized he had a large gash in his head that oozed blood.

      Ciara leapt to her feet and hurried to him. “You need bandaging and a poultice.”

      “I’ll be fine.” The man’s voice had more strength than she would have expected. He touched a callused hand to the side of his face, and the bleeding from the wound began to ease. “Healing can be helpful, but it’s not predictable here.”

      As she watched, the wound slowly bound together. Did he shape himself? Ciara hadn’t known such a thing was possible. With the nya’shin of her village, even those with the ability to control water weren’t able to press their shaping or their control over themselves.

      “Who are you?” she asked in a soft whisper, stepping back. If he was powerful enough to heal himself, then he was more than powerful enough to harm her as well. Wyath might not have any interest in harming her, but that didn’t mean the others in these lands weren’t interested in it.

      The man smiled and pushed his glasses back on his face. “Who am I? I could ask you the same, as you’re in my office.”

      Ciara clasped her hands in front of her and turned her gaze to the ground. “Cheneth?” If this was Cheneth, then he was the reason Olina had suggested she come to Ter, the reason she had suggested Ciara work with these shapers. Ciara had been here for days… maybe a week… and hadn’t seen him in all that time. “Where have you been?”

      He took a seat in the plain wooden chair behind his desk and leaned forward on his elbows, fixing his gaze on her. He tapped one slender finger against his lips, frowning as he did, while seeming to consider what he would do with her. “Yes, I am the one called Cheneth. You must be Olina’s student.”

      “Not student. She sent me here.”

      “Only because she thought that she couldn’t teach you as you needed. There is no shame in recognizing your strengths or understanding your weaknesses. Olina might be one of the most skilled of the wise, but even she knows a difference to her expertise.”

      “You studied with her? You… you are enlightened?” Ciara still didn’t know what that meant, but there was something to the title that made him more in Olina’s eyes than one of the Wise Ones of Hyaln. And if he was enlightened, then he would be able to teach her, to work with her, so that she could learn to master the draasin call. Wasn’t that why Olina had sent her?

      “I studied with her for many years. Olina rarely takes on students these days, so she must have seen something in you.”

      “She thinks I can call the draasin,” Ciara said.

      Cheneth tapped his lips again. “Hmm. And what do you think you can do?”

      Ciara ran her hand across her j’na, feeling the carvings placed there by her father. He had guided her through the first dance, helping her as she tapped the j’na along the hard rock of Rens. As she did, the draasin had responded, had come to her. But then it had taken her to Tsanth, where she had found the village, almost as if the draasin had known she needed to find Olina. But Olina had sent her here. What did the old woman intend for her to learn?

      “I think I can sense water. Other than that, I don’t know if there’s anything I can do.”

      Cheneth eyed her j’na. “You are one of the nya’shin, are you not?”

      She hadn’t realized the shapers of Ter knew so much about her people. Wyath had known some, but Cheneth seemed to understand immediately what her spear meant. “I am nya’shin.”

      “All of the nya’shin are water seekers.”

      “Seekers, yes.”

      His eyes narrowed and he frowned. “But not seekers only. Most have the ability to call water as well. You are saying that you do not.”

      Ciara gripped her spear. “I am nya’shin.”

      Cheneth laughed. “I wouldn’t claim that you aren’t. You hold the j’na, and one which appears well carved, at that. So it seems you are nya’shin. Who am I to argue with the wisdom of your ala’shin?”

      “You understand the customs of Rens?”

      Cheneth’s smile deepened. “They are your customs, but not those of Rens.” As she opened her mouth to argue, he shook his head. “I mean no offense, nya’shin, only that in most of Rens, there is less of a search for water. There is no worship of the Stormbringer. They have no Stormcallers. What you worship is older than Rens, and more noble in many ways.”

      Ciara stared at her j’na. “How do you know this?”

      “I know a great many things.” He turned his full attention to her and pulled his glasses from his face. As he did, the color of his eyes changed from deep blue, to yellow, to a hint of orange, and then back to blue. It happened so fast that she wasn’t sure she saw it. Pressure built in the air, reminding her of a shaping. “Which is why I suspect Olina sent you here. Now. You will show me what you are able to do with your j’na.”

      He pushed his chair back and waited, his hands crossed over his lap.

      Ciara sat unmoving. What did he want her to show him? That she could use her j’na in some way? Did he want to see her attempt to summon the draasin? What would that do here, anyway? Trapped as she was in this room, she wouldn’t even know if the summons worked. Besides, she wasn’t at all certain she knew how to effect a summons on her own. The first time she had tried it, her father had been there, guiding her. The second time, she had been with Olina.

      When Cheneth still said nothing, Ciara climbed to her feet and watched him as she began to make a small circle. With each step, she flicked her j’na so that the point of it struck the stone floor with a loud crack. Each step that she took, she flicked again, followed by the crack of the j’na as it bounced back into her hands. Step. Flick. Crack.

      As she went, power began to build. Ciara could feel it as much as anything, and it began to writhe around the j’na, as if the spear summoned power along with summoning the draasin.

      She lost herself in her steps. With each one, she continued to flick the spear, bouncing it off the ground and then catching it, only to step again and repeat. With each one, the power built.

      Distantly, she was aware of another sort of power. It seemed to add to what she did, building along with her summoning.

      Ciara wondered if she would be calling one of the draasin again or whether the lizard would answer. The steps she took were different than what she had done in K’ral, making her wonder if maybe the lizard would not appear, but they were also different than even what she’d done while in her village with her father.

      She continued. Step. Flick. Crack.

      Over and again.

      A deep rumbling began to build beneath her feet, and the ground shook.

      The door to the building slammed open, and she turned to see Wyath standing there, his eyes narrowed. He threw the door closed, and this time she felt it as he sealed it closed, recognizing the shaping that he used in order to do so.

      “Cheneth?” he said.

      The other man didn’t say anything. Ciara continued her dance. Step. Flick. Crack. Over and over.

      Then the power reached a crescendo.

      Ciara tapped once more, and it exploded from the spear.

      The ground rumbled. As it did, the floor rippled. She had no other word to describe it.

      She staggered back, and Cheneth caught her by the elbow and guided her forward.

      “You must remain here. You summoned this.”

      “I don’t know what I summoned.”

      Wyath took her other elbow and stood next to her. He looked over her at Cheneth, and she could see the worry in the way his eyes crinkled, as if he stared too long at the sun. “Earth. She has summoned earth.”

      Her legs felt weak. Earth? How had she summoned earth?

      “I can see that, Wyath.”

      “She called… whatever it was in Tsanth.”

      “Nobelas. A creature we have not seen in ages.”

      “And your woman Olina says she summoned the draasin as well. How many elementals can she summon?”

      Cheneth turned his attention to her. “I can see why Olina sent you to me. You are much more than a nya’shin, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not—”

      With a wave of Cheneth’s hand, the rumbling eased. “He came for you, didn’t he?”

      Ciara only stared.

      “Who came for her?” Wyath asked.

      Cheneth ignored him. “That is the other reason she sent you here, isn’t it?”

      Ciara nodded slowly. What else could she do? They claimed she had called earth, but what did it mean that she had?

      “Cheneth?”

      “Tenebeth,” Cheneth answered. “I have discovered little about that power, but if she can summon nobelas, and multiple elementals, then she would be someone he would very much like to control.”
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        I have managed to find several texts with references to the shadows. They were obscured within a lower section of the library, and I wonder if that was intentional. Without my connection to spirit, I doubt I would have found them. How many others would have succeeded?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “That Rens girl hasn’t left his dorm since we returned,” Jasn said to Wyath.

      They stood in the midst of the barracks, the steady sounds of activity all around, that of swords clanging as warriors practiced, the pulsing pressure of distant shapings, and the occasional murmur of voices. All of it sounded too… normal, especially after what they’d been through. Jasn hadn’t expected normal. Stars, but he didn’t know what he should expect, only that facing the darkness that was Tenebeth should have changed something other than him.

      Instead, he had returned to a sense of normalcy in the barracks. Maybe not for Alena, but Jasn had worked with Wyath in the meantime, continuing to master his ability with shaping, learning tricks he had never considered while in Atenas. In the week since they’d been back, Wyath had taught him shaping tricks he thought Jasn might need, starting with ways to shield his shaping, masking it so that others wouldn’t know he was there. He continued to force Jasn to stretch himself, straining with the effort of his shaping, and asked him each day to focus on water, wanting him to develop his ability there as much as he could.

      And now, when he wanted to use water, he couldn’t. Even connected to water and connected to earth, he couldn’t sense past the boundaries of Cheneth’s dorm. The damned man was more skilled than he had let on, using whatever it was that made him enlightened, and skilled enough to seal out Jasn’s ability to reach into the building and understand what might be happening inside.

      “As far as we know, she hasn’t.”

      Jasn grunted and shook his head. Leave it to Wyath to point out what he should have puzzled out on his own. Cheneth was a skilled shaper, and it was possible he’d moved the girl without them knowing. “And we haven’t seen him, either.”

      Wyath nodded. “Maybe you haven’t.” Wyath smiled. “Why don’t you ask it, Volth?”

      “Ask what?”

      Wyath chuckled and took a few steps through the streets toward the edge of the barracks. No, that wasn’t quite right, Jasn realized. He seemed to hover above the ground, using a connection Jasn couldn’t detect. Likely earth, and shielded from him. Had Wyath been healed so well that he had gained that much power?

      But he must have. There was now a nervous sort of energy about him, an excitement that Wyath seemed to possess, one where he almost wanted to move.

      “Ask about Alena.”

      Jasn shook his head. He tried to keep thoughts of Alena out of his mind. But the shaped connection to her had forged something between them that he couldn’t completely exclude. As much as he might want to push away thoughts of Alena, they were with him constantly.

      And he felt guilty because of that. As far as he knew, Katya lived. He couldn’t betray her in that way, not if there remained a chance to save her.

      “She’s with the draasin, Wyath. You know as well as I that she intends to see that egg hatched. Just as you know we need to see that egg hatched.”

      Wyath sighed. “Not so sure about need, but I understand that she thinks it’s important. So does Cheneth.”

      “She rode the draasin,” Jasn said. “Like those in Rens.”

      “Not like Rens. You of all people know that now.”

      No. Even if he still believed that Rens had ridden the draasin, he knew they would not have used them to attack. From what Cheneth had discovered, that was something else, maybe even Tenebeth. But they didn’t know why. Not yet. And maybe that was not for him to understand.

      “What does it mean? What does any of this mean? Cheneth knew about the riders before coming here, and he kept that from us. There is an entire people who seemed to know about riders of draasin.” That was what they had learned from the old lady where they had found Ciara. “While we have assumed Rens controlled them. When will we take this to the council? The order needs to know—”

      “The order knows what it needs to know,” Cheneth said, emerging from the trees near the edge of the barracks and coming toward them.

      Jasn jerked his head around to stare at the elderly scholar’s form. With his wire-framed glasses and the stoop to his posture, there was nothing about him that was threatening, yet Jasn knew there was so much more to him than anyone else understood.

      “’Bout damn time you returned,” Wyath said.

      “Return? I’ve been here.”

      Wyath grunted. “Maybe you’ve been here, Cheneth, but you’ve been tied up with that Rens girl while the rest of us are left waiting.”

      The sudden irritation in Wyath’s voice surprised Jasn. He’d thought Wyath didn’t mind the secrecy Cheneth worked under, but maybe he was wrong.

      “What I’ve been doing is learning what she might know. You were there, Wyath. You saw the way she summoned…” He turned his attention to Jasn. “Yes. Anyway. There is much to be learned from her, just as there is much she can learn from us. That, I believe, is the reason she’s here.”

      Wyath spat a length of grass onto the ground at his feet. “The reason we’re here is so we can learn enough to keep ourselves safe. Not so sure that’s happening anymore.”

      Cheneth faced Jasn but spoke to Wyath. “The mission hasn’t changed, Wyath. Perhaps your understanding has changed, but I suspect that has as much to do with the healing you received as anything else.”

      “You don’t think the order needs to know what you’ve learned?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth started through the street, not waiting to see if they would follow. Wyath shrugged and hurried after him, lacking the pronounced limp he’d possessed ever since Jasn had come to the barracks.

      When Jasn caught them, Cheneth glanced over. “What do you know about who controls the order?” he asked as they started through the main part of the barracks.

      Squat buildings lined both sides of the street, each made of the same dark stone and strong enough that he suspected they could withstand a true draasin attack. The distant sound of swordplay carried to them, less than it had been when Jasn first came to the barracks. Fewer people walked along the streets, and though that could be the time of day more than anything else, he’d overheard Wyath talking to Eldridge about the need to recruit more with the ability to reach the elementals. The two of them seemed to have a plan in place about how they intended to do that, but it was one that Eldridge hadn’t shared before he’d departed again.

      “If you intend to ask about my connection to Lachen, then do it,” Jasn said.

      Cheneth stopped outside a building no different than any of the others. He traced a series of patterns on the door, and then the pressure of a shaping escaped as the door opened. When they were inside once more, Cheneth sealed the door closed again and followed it with a shaping that enclosed them all in the room. His technique might be different than the shapers of the order, but he had just as much skill as anyone that Jasn had met.

      “Yes. Your connection to the commander,” Cheneth said, taking a seat behind his desk and setting his glasses next to a stack of books. Once they were off his face, his entire demeanor seemed to shift. No longer did he have the thin, bookish appearance of the scholars, almost as if the glasses managed to obscure the brightness in his eyes. “Lachen knows something about what we do. That much was clear the moment he decided to send you here. But I still am not certain what, exactly, it is that he knows, and I haven’t been able to find out anything more. The commander has hidden his agenda well, which makes him dangerous. Now that we know what we face—with Tenebeth and the ability to taint the elementals—we can’t afford to have such dangers.”

      “You’re not only concerned about Lachen,” Jasn said.

      Cheneth leaned forward. “Eldridge told me that you were tainted, but you managed to heal yourself.”

      “That’s what the water elementals claimed.”

      “Hmm. And are we certain that you are truly healed?”

      Jasn frowned. Was that the reason Cheneth had brought him here? Was that the reason Wyath had remained at his side much more than was necessary? He had thought it tied to what they had done, the way they had saved the draasin, but what if there was another reason?

      “The water elementals wouldn’t speak to me otherwise,” Jasn said.

      Cheneth nodded curtly. “That is probably true enough. And that they speak to you at all is a blessing. Without you, we would have lost the female draasin.”

      “Is that all you care about, Cheneth?” Wyath asked. “The draasin?”

      Cheneth sighed. “I came to the barracks to understand the war and found something else entirely. Connections to elementals different than anything I’d ever encountered in Hyaln, and that when the wise remained.” He shook his head. “Now I think my task is to understand the elemental connections and how Tenebeth impacts them. I care about the same thing that you should—and that the order should—that we learn what we need to survive what comes.”

      “And what is it that comes?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth frowned. “Darkness comes. You faced Thenas. There will be others like him, others who have been equally tainted. That is what we must be ready to face. If we are not, if any of us is not, then we will fail.”

      Jasn almost said nothing, but he knew the reason Cheneth had brought him here. “You mean Katya.”

      “Your Katya. We knew her as Issa. If she has been claimed, you must be ready, protected, so that they cannot claim you as well. But that’s not who I meant.”

      “Who, if not Katya?”

      Cheneth grabbed a cane resting against his desk and tapped it once on the ground. “More urgent than Katya is Bayan.”

      Bayan had been missing since he had nearly died. Jasn wanted to go after her, but where would he even start to look? Someone—he suspected Thenas—had abducted her while he was buried beneath the rock, but without a way to find her, there was nothing they could do.

      “I’ve told you I can help,” Jasn said.

      “Not with this. We need you here, learning what you can do, what your connection to water can do. Besides, I think Alena needs you here.”

      Jasn sighed. He knew she did. The connection between them told him how Alena suffered, how the connection to the egg continued to draw on her, pulling her shaping ability away. And the longer it happened, the less likely she was to survive.

      “You’re going to leave Bayan?”

      “No. Eldridge searches. Wyath will search. We will not leave her.”

      “And what can I do?”

      “You can help Alena find a solution to her problem. She does not care for the one I offered.”

      Jasn opened his mouth to say something about his desire to find Katya, to understand what had happened to her, but closed it. She had been gone for over a year. It was possible Katya really was gone, or if not, far enough removed that there was nothing he could do for her.

      But Alena… he could still help her. Only, he didn’t know if she would let him.
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        The college knew of Tenebeth. I have not discovered if they freed him.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Jasn made his way through the barracks, his mind churning. He could sense Alena in the distance, and knew that she remained deep in the forest near the female draasin they had healed, but not much else. Somehow he had to find a way to help her.

      The barracks was otherwise quiet today, and had been in the days since their return. Eldridge had stopped back in the barracks only briefly before departing, and now Wyath was gone, chasing after Eldridge as they searched for Bayan. That left Jasn feeling more isolated than ever. If he didn’t have anyone here to work with, what was the point of his presence?

      “Volth.”

      He spun at the voice and found Ifrit watching him. She had dark eyes and a sharp jaw, and he had healed her. That meant something had changed for her, much like it had with Thenas. His change was Jasn’s fault. Without Jasn choosing to heal him from the burns, would Thenas ever have managed to reach the elementals? Would Tenebeth have claimed the draasin?

      “Ifrit, now isn’t the time—”

      “Time? What do you have but time? Your instructor has barely come out of her dorm since you returned.”

      “She’s been unwell.” That was enough of the truth and all that he wished to share. Anything more and he would be open to questions he didn’t really want to answer. Besides, there was the strange connection between them that remained. Knowing that was his fault as well didn’t make it any easier to bear. And somehow, he felt the way that connection fed off him, as if stealing every bit of excess shaping energy he possessed.

      “Unwell. Then she should see a healer.”

      “I’m a healer,” Jasn said but immediately wished that he hadn’t.

      “Yes. About that.” Ifrit leaned toward him. “Your healing. Where did you learn it?”

      Jasn considered how much to answer. If he shared too much, she would only ask other questions. He didn’t know how much Cheneth wanted him to share, at least not yet. “I studied with Oliver in Atenas.”

      “Oliver,” she said softly. “That would explain your skill, I suppose.”

      “Yes.”

      “And what of—”

      He lost track of what she said next, noting that Cheneth’s door opened and the scholar popped his head out. The girl had remained in Cheneth’s dorm. Jasn wondered what they talked about, and why the old woman from Tsanth had sent her to the barracks to learn.

      “Volth!”

      He turned back to see Ifrit watching him.

      “Have you not been listening?”

      He grunted. “I’m sorry, Ifrit, but I need to see Cheneth before he leaves again.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t we all. Fine. We will discuss this later.”

      “Discuss what?”

      “Your healing.”

      With that, Ifrit turned and started down the street. Jasn watched her for a moment. What had changed for her with the elemental healing? With Thenas, he had been opened to the elementals enough that he caught the attention of Tenebeth. With Wyath, he claimed to have a new ability with the elementals that he didn’t possess before. And what of Ifrit? He had used the same healing on her. That healing… that had to have had some effects and had to be the reason she wanted to speak to him.

      He hurried and caught up with Cheneth. The old scholar moved carefully, almost limping as he headed away from the barracks.

      “Where are you going? You only just returned.”

      Cheneth paused and met Jasn’s eyes. “You question me now?”

      “I question everything now,” Jasn admitted. Nothing that he thought he understood was as it should be. There were powers in the world that he didn’t understand. Many of them, it seemed, with the elementals and what they represented.

      Cheneth pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Good. That is as it should be, Jasn Volth.”

      “What of the girl?”

      Cheneth’s eyes narrowed. “Now you ask about the girl? I thought you were concerned about finding your Katya and doing what you can to help Alena.”

      “The girl is of Rens,” Jasn said.

      “She is of more than Rens,” Cheneth said softly.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that she must learn. And we must teach.”

      “Why?”

      Cheneth paused as he made his way up the path leading away from the barracks. Where was the blasted man going after he had been gone for the past week? “You ask why when you have seen that there are powers in the world beyond what you can shape?”

      “I ask why because we’ve brought someone from Rens who might have significant strength. I would like to know why.”

      Cheneth snorted. “Go see for yourself, Jasn Volth.”

      The scholar continued up the hill and reached the edge of the trees. Jasn considered going to Cheneth’s dorm and seeing if there was anything about the girl he should be worried about, but he should really be worried about everything he’d seen the past few weeks. All this was the reason Lachen had asked him to keep watch on the barracks.

      But he wanted answers of a different sort. Now that they’d managed to find some stability, even if it was brief, he needed to know the answer to the question that had brought him here in the first place.

      With a shaping of wind, he reached Cheneth before he made it to the trees.

      “I thought we were finished here,” Cheneth said.

      “Not finished. What of Bayan?”

      “You know that Eldridge and Wyath search for her.”

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?”

      “You are skilled, but this is something you are not ready for. I had my reservations about allowing them to go, but Wyath was insistent, and Eldridge… Well, he is Eldridge. Besides, Wyath is talented, even more so since your healing.”

      “And what do you hear?”

      “Speaking to the elementals is not my gift.”

      “But you’re enlightened. You knew of the elementals before the rest of us.”

      “I trained in a place where all know the elementals.”

      “Hyaln.”

      “Yes. Hyaln. The elementals are known, and I have some talent in another area, but it is not in speaking to them. Others have a greater claim to that.”

      “Then why are you the one running the barracks?”

      Cheneth flashed a bright smile. “An intriguing question, and one that I’m afraid I must defer in answering.”

      Cheneth turned as if to leave, but Jasn caught him.

      Standing as he did at the edge of the trees, with shadows drifting down, Cheneth pulled his glasses down. Piercing eyes met Jasn’s. “I can’t tell you what you want to know about your Katya.”

      Jasn blinked. That hadn’t been the question he wanted to ask, but it was one that he had.

      “Alena has shared with you what happened.”

      “No. Alena shared with me what she believes happened. She thought Katya disappeared. But there’s more to it.”

      “There is always more to the story.”

      “Do you think it was Tenebeth?” Jasn asked. Had she been taken by the darkness, there might not be anything that he could do for her. Defeating Thenas had required that they destroy him, and to do so, they’d had to combine a shaping from each of the elements. Without that collaboration, Jasn wondered if there was anything he could do to save Katya—and that was if he could find her.

      Cheneth folded his glasses and stuffed them into a pocket before letting out a slow sigh. “I don’t know, honestly. We know so little about Tenebeth. That’s the reason I leave here again. Katya—Issa—we thought had died. She was incredibly skilled, almost as if she had trained elsewhere.”

      He said it so quickly that Jasn almost missed the significance. “What elsewhere?”

      “Do you think that Atenas is the only place where the elements are studied? I think I’ve shown you that is not the case.” To prove his point, a shaping built around him, more powerful than most in the barracks would have thought Cheneth could produce.

      “You think she studied where you trained?”

      “Hyaln?” Cheneth shook his head. “It is possible, but few reach Hyaln. I think that I would have known were she from Hyaln. There are other places, in other lands, where shaping of a different sort can be learned.”

      “So if she did? Why would that matter?”

      “It would matter, Jasn Volth, because I should like to know why she came here. What information did she seek?”

      Jasn had been under the impression that Katya had been claimed by Tenebeth, but what if that wasn’t it? What if Katya had been someone else entirely?

      If that was the case, then everything he knew about her, everything that had happened between them, would have been a lie.
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        The more that I learn, the more that I fear what comes. The darkness has been released in the past, and from what I can tell, it required a great sacrifice to replace the seals that held it in place.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      After Cheneth departed on his shaping, Jasn stood in the trees for a while longer, debating whether he should even return to the barracks. It was a question he’d had many times before and each time, he decided to return. What alternative did he really have?

      He could go to Lachen and ask questions about what his old friend might know, but even that wasn’t likely to get him any closer to the answers he sought.

      No. He needed to remain here, at least for now.

      Were Alena well, he would go to her and continue to learn. Somehow he had to help her with the egg, only he didn’t know how. She was a skilled shaper and had already taught him more than he ever had learned about subtlety while in Atenas. He had come away from Atenas with brute strength and power with shaping, but none of the gentleness he detected when Alena used her skill. There were other instructors in the barracks, but could he go to Calan now, especially after he had made a point of opposing him when Alena was weakened and they returned with the egg? Or Jala? She was skilled but had a pair of students and had shown nothing but disinterest toward him since his arrival. What of James? An older man, but with skill that nearly rivaled Calan.

      Jasn didn’t think he could go to any of them, not until he knew who shared connections to the elementals. In some ways, he was new to the barracks, but in others he understood them better than those who had been there for years. Bayan hadn’t known about the elementals. And now she was gone. Cheneth claimed that others—Wyath and Eldridge—searched for her, but what if Tenebeth had claimed her as well? What would they be able to do, short of killing her?

      And that was no answer, at least not to Jasn.

      He needed to speak to someone who might understand what they were dealing with. That left Alena—and he detected her with the draasin—and the girl from Rens.

      Maybe Cheneth had been right. Maybe he did need to pay her a visit.

      When he reached Cheneth’s dorm, he stopped, his hand raised as he debated what he would even say to her. She had returned with them from Tsanth, but she had been frightened even then. And once she learned who he was, that he was the Wrecker of Rens, she likely wouldn’t even speak to him.

      But she knew about Tenebeth. He had seen that when they fought Thenas and healed the draasin. She hadn’t the countenance of someone afraid of what she faced, though she should have been. No, she wore an expression of resignation and determination.

      He knocked.

      When the door opened, she sucked in a sharp breath.

      Jasn stepped inside Cheneth’s dorm and sealed the door closed again with a shaping. The inside looked little different than the last time he’d been here. The desk had piles of books atop it. A fire crackled in the hearth. But a cot had been moved so that it was closer to the fire, and a lantern glowed softly next to it.

      The girl held out a spear and pointed it at him. “What do you want?” she snapped.

      There was fear in her voice, and as Jasn studied her, he realized that while she might have a youthful face, her eyes were those of someone who had seen much. Maybe not a girl, not with her rounded hips and full chest. This was a woman of Rens, and attractive at that.

      Jasn took a measured breath. “Cheneth suggested that I speak to you.”

      She pulled her spear back and bit her lip. “Why? What does he think to learn?”

      Jasn chuckled. “I don’t think he wants to learn anything. I suspect he wants me to learn. You’re Ciara?”

      She nodded. “Ciara S’shala.”

      “I’m Jasn Volth.” He waited, worried she might recognize his name—even though it wasn’t well known in Rens—but not wanting to ruin the chance to learn what she might know about Tenebeth.

      “Why have you come here, Jasn Volth?” She backed away from him, keeping her spear in front of her as she did. “What do you want from me?”

      “I need to learn about what we faced in Tsanth.”

      “The draasin.”

      “Not only the draasin,” Jasn said.

      “The rider. You think I might know something about the rider.”

      “I think you might know something about Tenebeth.”

      She tensed, and Jasn worried he might have ruined any chance he had to ask more questions.

      “I don’t know Tenebeth.”

      “Blighted stars, I hope not. But do you know of him?”

      Ciara tapped her spear on the ground. In the confines of the small dorm, the sound was loud and he winced. “Until recently I did not. What do you know of Tenebeth?”

      “Not enough. I had hoped…” He had hoped she might provide answers, but if she didn’t know anything more than he did, that wasn’t going to help. “How did you end up in Tsanth?”

      Her face flushed and she tapped her spear on the ground again. “The draasin took me there.”

      “You command it?” Alena spoke to the draasin, but she had never mentioned an ability to enforce her will on it, or ride it. What Ciara was able to do was… was like what Ter feared Rens capable of doing. “You ride the draasin in battle?”

      He looked at her spear in a new light. This was a weapon used to attack Ter. And if she attacked from above, riding on one of the draasin, there would be very little that Ter could do. Riders were the reason Ter and Rens were at war.

      “I don’t command the draasin,” she said. “I… I didn’t mean to end up in Tsanth. I wanted help, and my father—” She stopped and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, not anymore.”

      “It matters,” Jasn said.

      “No. I am in Ter. Nothing else matters anymore.”

      She turned her back to him, but the tip of her spear remained visible over her shoulder, enough that Jasn didn’t dare take another step toward her.

      Coming here had been a mistake. She knew nothing.

      But Alena was injured, weakened from the draasin egg. Rather than feeling impotent, he should focus his efforts on helping her. At least there might be something he could do there.

      Then what? Wait for Cheneth to return?

      He hated this feeling.

      In Rens, he had always gone to the battle first, always pressed the attack. His inability to die might have given him an unfair advantage, but he had also been willing to do what he thought was necessary. What could he do now, when the thing they fought was insubstantial but more powerful than he could even imagine?

      He might want to fight, but where did he even start?
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        How is it that the college knows what it does about Tenebeth? How is it that they have not intervened? Does Eldridge know more than he has let on?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Alena crouched next to the deep blue scaled draasin egg, heat radiating from it like a massive fire. The egg remained attached to her, drawing fire shaping from her in a continuous stream. Nothing that she’d attempted had allowed her to separate from it.

      As she had hundreds of times since finding the egg, she studied it. The slight shimmering of the egg gave it almost a metal appearance. The dark streaks running along the sides—the wings, if what the older draasin told her was true—wrapped entirely around it, coming to a point near the base of the egg. And the heat. Always the heat, growing steadily hotter as it siphoned from her ability to shape.

      That pressure had eased as she brought the egg to the draasin in the barracks. Prior to that, she had nearly died. Had Jasn not done… whatever it was that he had, she would have died. Somehow, he had stabilized her. But in doing so, he had forced a connection to her such that she could almost detect his thoughts. That troubled her. Being tied to and dependent on anyone troubled her, especially since it was to Volth.

      The female draasin, Sashi, curled along the wall, watching her as she had since they had rescued her. Her mind had not fully returned, though she attempted to keep that from Alena. The other draasin in the pen, smaller and male, had shared his concerns with Alena. But he had also not hidden his surprise that they had managed to save Sashi from Tenebeth. The draasin had thought there was no coming back from that attack.

      You do not have to remain here with the egg, Lren. The male draasin crawled toward her, the top of his spiked head brushing against the stone of the pen. He didn’t hide his desire for freedom any longer, not as he once had. The draasin wanted to share with her, but they also had a desire to fly, and to hunt, which keeping them confined prevented.

      I know I don’t.

      Still you come. Each day you come, as if something would change without you knowing.

      She reached for the egg and traced her finger around the edges of color where the wings would separate. When they’d rescued Sashi, Alena had thought the egg would hatch immediately, that the draasin would somehow help separate the connection she shared with the egg, but that hadn’t been the case. The egg remained unhatched, the connection to fire intact, and her still dependent upon Jasn Volth to remain alive.

      I want to see that it’s safe, she said.

      Safe. Here in these lands, what is safe?

      This place is as secure as we can make it. More than it had been before. Cheneth and Wyath had seen to adding additional layers to the earth runes that held the structure in place, enough that another attack like what Ifrit and Calan had done would not destroy the pen, nor would it injure either of the draasin inside. As far as Calan knew, there was only the single draasin here.

      This is no den for a hatchling, the draasin said. This is no place to learn to hunt. You must find another before this one grows too large.

      The egg will grow?

      The draasin snorted. The hatchling will grow, Lren.

      When?

      Soon.

      So far, she had seen no evidence that the draasin would hatch anytime soon. She waited patiently, knowing there was nothing she could do to speed the process, but the connection to fire that the egg had formed… that pulled on her.

      Why does she not feed it? Alena asked. The draasin needed to be fed fire to survive and to hatch. That was why it had latched onto her fire shaping, but so far, Sashi had not done anything other than watch the egg.

      She remembers.

      Remembers what?

      Voidan’s touch. She fears that it will return. And she fears that it will reach the hatchling.

      But she’s healed. Tenebeth cannot reach her.

      Healed, yes, but his touch lingers. There is darkness in it, and she must learn to rid that last on her own.

      The male draasin flicked his tail and lowered his head to rest it on his forelegs, where he seemed to keep both Alena and the egg in sight.

      She touched the egg again, feeling the warmth that radiated from it as well as the connection she shared with it. They were bonded in a way, the egg to her, drawing off her but giving her nothing in return. More like a leech in that way. And she was lucky to live, from what Cheneth had told her. Other shapers had encountered eggs, but none had survived. She could almost find it amusing that the draasin eggs were as dangerous as the fully grown creatures, only in a different way, except for the fact that she was the one in danger this time.

      With a sigh, she stood and went to the female. Sashi avoided her, turning her head as Alena approached but making no move to snap at her. She was not bound in the earth chains like the draasin usually were when held in the pens. For that matter, the male draasin wasn’t bound in chains, either. Since Alena was there, she refused to keep them any more confined than was necessary.

      I need you to help with this egg, Alena said to the draasin.

      The elemental only turned her head again, pushing it against the stone, making a point of not looking at her.

      Please help the draasin.

      She attempted a shaping of earth to soothe the creature but decided against it. Anything like that might only anger her and make her suspicious when Alena needed her trust.

      Instead, she moved so that she stood directly in front of her, making a point of not looking at the massive jaw and sharp teeth protruding from her half-open mouth. One bite. That was all it would take. One bite and the draasin would destroy her. Only, Alena didn’t think that was what the draasin wanted.

      The egg needs a draasin to guide it through the final stages of hatching, she said.

      Sashi snorted. You fear, Lren, but your sacrifice would be worthy.

      It was the first time she had spoken to Alena since being claimed by Tenebeth, since Thenas had taken her and turned her into something she was never meant to be.

      I fear, Alena agreed. With each day, she sensed the way fire was pulled from her. Even with what Volth had done, he couldn’t stop it completely, only slow it. And what did that do to Volth? The water elementals kept him alive, but would they continue to grant him strength indefinitely? Eventually he might die as well.

      And she would not have him die because of her folly.

      What is it that you fear? she asked the draasin.

      Sashi swung her head around so that she could fix Alena with a hard, orange-eyed stare. The draasin do not fear.

      I know that not to be true. You are safe here. Voidan cannot reach you here.

      If you think we are safe in this place, then perhaps you deserve the fate the egg has chosen for you.

      Alena blinked. The draasin could be hard, and she had spoken to Sashi before, but this was beyond hard. This was cold. Callous, almost.

      A chill worked up her spine. Had they not healed her as they thought?

      If that was true, then Tenebeth would reach them here. He would know where they gathered and learn Cheneth’s plan for protecting those with the ability to reach the elementals. And he would learn what Cheneth intended for the elementals. Even Alena didn’t know all the details.

      You would sacrifice this egg because of your fear? Alena asked.

      The hatchling is safer in this form. Voidan cannot reach him here.

      There was a certain hesitation from Sashi, and Alena wondered if there might be something else she feared. But the draasin turned her head back to the wall, making clear that she would no longer speak.

      Alena turned back to the egg and stared, watching the way the egg pulled on her connection to fire. How much longer did she have? If she couldn’t convince Sashi to help with the egg, then Alena needed to start looking for another solution.

      But the only solution where she wouldn’t die involved destroying the egg. And she wasn’t sure she could do that.
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        I have spent too much time away and must return. I have decided to take a collection of texts with me, but they are incomplete. Eldridge must return to the college to learn more, but I fear he must also be used in another way. With his connection to the wind, how can he not?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Alena found Cheneth outside the barracks. The old man had a certain signature to earth shaping, and her ability with water revealed him as well, letting her know the way that his pulse beat steadily within his chest. There was a solid reassurance to him, Alena felt, thanks to how much knowledge he possessed.

      “Where have you been?” she asked more harshly than she intended.

      Cheneth’s gaze drifted to the north before he turned back to her and smiled. “I could ask you the same. None have seen you but for a few moments since your return. But I see the weariness in your eyes. I know what you’ve been doing.”

      Alena felt a flush work through her. There were other responsibilities beyond working with the egg, and other concerns that she needed to focus on. Her other student had gone missing. And Volth needed her to continue to work with him, especially now that he had managed to reach water and could speak with it.

      “I can’t leave the egg,” she said softly. “I’m no good to the barracks if I can’t clear the connection to it. I can barely shape, and dreams of fire consume me when I sleep. It’s as if I feel the draasin even when I’m not there.”

      “You rescued the female. She needs to care for the egg, Alena.”

      “But she won’t. And until she does, I have to do what I can.”

      A troubled expression passed over his face. “You speak to them. Convince her to help.”

      Alena let out a frustrated sigh. “I have tried. She fears what happened to her. Convincing her to help the egg is not as simple as setting the egg in front of her. I’ve tried that, and she only ignores it.”

      “Can you ask the other draasin to help?”

      She sighed. “I have tried that as well. He does what he can and offers his assistance, but he thinks the female only needs more time.”

      But that wasn’t all he thought, was it? He claimed that a darkness still haunted her. How could Alena help the draasin if she didn’t understand what troubled her?

      Cheneth pulled his glasses down on his nose and studied her. A shaping built, but she couldn’t determine what it was. With Cheneth, that was not uncommon. She had only learned he could shape like this recently. And now that she knew, he made little attempt to hide the fact, though he still obscured what he shaped.

      His eyes flashed, almost as if changing colors, but that sense faded.

      “You must do what you can for the egg and for the draasin. But Alena, if you cannot help it, you will have no choice but to destroy it.”

      “I know.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “What of the girl we brought back with us? Wyath seemed to think there was something special about her.” Alena knew the people of Rens weren’t really responsible for the war with Ter, but Wyath seemed to believe this girl had the ability to be a warrior. Rens had shapers, but they had never shown any potential of the order.

      “There is something special about her,” Cheneth said.

      “What?”

      “In time, Alena. In time.”

      She suppressed a surge of frustration. Pressing Cheneth would get her nowhere with him. She knew that well enough. “What is your plan for finding Bayan?”

      “That is why I asked you to join me here.”

      Alena frowned. When Cheneth left word that she meet him outside the barracks, she had thought it had something to do with the draasin. That was usually the reason for her to meet with him secretively. But Bayan? “Did you find her?”

      “We haven’t found her, but I fear we must. We haven’t seen it yet, but she is skilled. With her ability to detect shapings and know their intent… We must find her, Alena.”

      “I can’t.”

      Cheneth frowned. “The egg? The female won’t harm it while you’re gone. She might even decide to help hatch it. But Bayan needs you. You’re one of the most skilled warriors who has ever come out of Atenas.”

      “Cheneth—”

      “We will need everyone with unique abilities if we are to survive Tenebeth. Everything I’ve discovered makes me more afraid. When released, he will attack, Alena. Perhaps not today, but he is already free.”

      “I want to help,” she said, “but I can’t.”

      “The egg.”

      “Not the egg. Well, maybe the egg. It pulls on me, tearing away my ability to shape. I’ve grown weaker, Cheneth. I’m not sure that I could even shape my way outside the barracks if I had the need.”

      He studied her with a renewed interest. “That’s why you’re so tired.”

      She nodded. “It’s like I’ve been shaping for two weeks straight. Whatever Jasn did helps delay it. It takes away some of the strain, but I can feel that isn’t even enough. Over time…”

      “Then the egg will have to be destroyed.”

      “No.” The heat in her voice made Cheneth take a step back. “There are so few draasin already, Cheneth. We destroy even one… and we will lose. Isn’t that what you fear? There has to be a reason that Tenebeth has claimed the draasin first. Find the answer to that.”

      “They’re some of the oldest of the elementals,” he answered softly. “An ancient part of the world that dates back to a time long before man ever set foot on this earth. And I suspect that it’s not only the draasin that he targets. Each of the ancient elementals will be marked. We have only seen the draasin, but that’s because we can see them. Others have been just as active.”

      “We’ve heard nothing—”

      “You’ve heard nothing. But that doesn’t mean there’s been no word of other attacks.”

      “Why now? What’s changed that Tenebeth would suddenly attack now?”

      Cheneth pushed his glasses back up on his face and shook his head. “I don’t know. There is a place I can go for answers, but doing so will take me away from the barracks for longer than I care to be gone.”

      “If you can find answers, don’t you think it’s worth the risk? We will be fine without you for a while.”

      Cheneth smiled. “Will you? Haven’t you just told me that your shaping ability is drained by the draasin? And we have a nya’shin from Rens here with abilities far beyond what I’ve seen in decades. One of our own is missing, and her with abilities that Tenebeth would value. And unrest within the barracks. It seems to me that this is not the time to be leaving.”

      He was right. That didn’t mean that it was right. Stars, but losing Cheneth at a time when they knew so little about the elementals and the attack that Cheneth feared, it left her with fear gnawing in her belly. She had seen what happened with this Tenebeth. She had witnessed the way he had occupied Thenas and had twisted him and given him more power than he should be able to reach. But didn’t they need to know what was happening as much as anything?

      “Then what do you intend?”

      Cheneth’s brow furrowed. “I intend the same as I always have. Continue to learn, to be ready. The next attack will come, but I have more confidence now than I have in a very long time that we will be equipped to withstand it. Which is why I need you, Alena. And need you whole.”

      Alena listened for the draasin held in the pen in the barracks. The male draasin was there at the edge of her awareness, a presence that wanted to push forward were she to ask, but the female remained distant. How could she engage her? What could she do to convince her to help with the egg?

      “I’ll figure this out,” she said.

      Cheneth nodded. “I know you will. If you don’t, we will have no choice.”

      Alena wondered. With the connection that had formed between her and the egg, would she have a choice? If they had to destroy the egg, what would happen to her? She assumed she would survive, but what if destroying the egg only destroyed her as well?
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        The elementals know more than they reveal. The draasin fear Tenebeth, even as they refer to him as Voidan. If the draasin fear him, it stands to reason that the others do as well. We have so few able to speak to the elementals, but we need to learn what they know. It is possible that they hold the key to stopping Tenebeth.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Eldridge stood outside the door leading into the great hall in Jornas, the soft sound of voices drifting through the massive oak doors. With a shaping of wind, he drew the voices toward him, listening for the one he needed to hear, but there was no sign of Lachen. Already he had searched throughout Ter, and now he’d come to the claimed cities in Rens, all without success. With what was coming, he needed to find him, if only to learn where his allegiance lay.

      Taking a sharp breath, he pushed on the doors, giving a soft shove with a shaping at the same time, letting them swing silently on their hinges. The murmuring sound of voices came louder through the open door but died out as he stood in the doorway.

      Two types of men and women sat around the table. There were the armored members of the order, shapers all, wearing their shaped chain mail and shaping-enhanced swords, and then there were the dark-robed men and women sitting at the far end of the table. They were the reason he’d come.

      Alistair, forehead creasing as he frowned, waited until Eldridge motioned to him. Dressed in the leathers that were more common in the barracks, the thick jacket buttoned tight over his chest, Eldridge looked nothing like one of the scholars. Nothing like those of the order, either.

      Eldridge bowed slightly, keeping his eyes up so he could watch those at the table. In Jornas, he expected more difficulty than he found in other places. Such was the nature of their position at the edge of old Rens. The draasin still attacked the city, but less frequently than they had before. Most blamed Rens. What would they have thought were they to learn that Rens had no more to do with those attacks than the northern isles of Vethansa?

      “Master Alistair,” Eldridge said softly, letting his voice carry on a subtle shaping of wind. “I would have a word if you please.”

      “Just come in, Eldridge,” Alistair said impatiently. “None of this nattering matters all that much anyway.”

      At the mention of his name, the other scholars all looked at him with a different light in their eyes. Damn Alistair for using his name before he had a chance to watch longer. That was one advantage of his dress: none really expected it of a scholar, which gave him the chance to observe as closely as he wanted.

      “What is this, Alistair?” one of the women at the end of the table asked sharply. She had short black hair and eyes that were the color of a stormy sky. She had placed her hands on the table in front of her and started to stand when one of the other women whispered softly to her.

      She is the one.

      Eldridge kept his face serene, not wanting to show any sign that he’d just heard the wind speaking to him, but none of the people in the room would have believed it were he to make such a claim. Once, the people of Rens knew and understood the elementals, but that had been before the war. Now Rens had nothing more than superstition. In that they were no different than Ter.

      The woman the wind suggested couldn’t have been any older than sixteen. Perhaps eighteen if he was generous. But she sat at the table, a full member of the order. There were others her age who had managed to reach each of the elements, but it was uncommon.

      Are you certain? This woman—girl, really—had wavy brown hair and eyes so brown, they were like night. He sensed shaping from all around him, though he wasn’t sensitive enough to know where it came from, only that wind was shaped.

      Watch her, small one.

      The comment nearly made him smile. Small one. He had the growing suspicion that the elementals had names of their own, but none that they shared. At least not with him. Alena hadn’t claimed to know draasin names, and Jasn was too new to hearing the elementals to ask. And Cheneth… the old man had a different connection to the elementals if what he suspected was true.

      As the elemental requested, Eldridge watched her, hoping for some sign of her abilities. It was the reason he had come. At least the scholars here still followed his request to notify them of any strangeness from the order. How else were they to discover others with potential Cheneth sought?

      The dark-haired woman’s face flashed with irritation again, and again the girl made a quiet comment to soothe her. Both times, the other listened and sat.

      Interesting.

      Eldridge reached Alistair and leaned toward him. “You sent word,” he said in the barest whisper. Shaped as it was and carried by the power of the elementals, his voice would reach no farther than Alistair, as if drifting into his ear alone.

      Alistair’s frown deepened. “Such was the request, was it not?”

      Eldridge nodded. Request might be too kind a word, but the scholars didn’t make demands, regardless of their structure. Still, if Alistair wanted to return to Atenas, or even leave his assignment in Jornas, he would need to follow the request of the cardinals who led the scholars. “Such was the request,” Eldridge agreed.

      Alistair pointed to an empty chair along the table. “You’re welcome to have a seat,” he said more loudly than was necessary. “This meeting, as helpful as it’s been”—irritation dripped from his words—“is nearly over.”

      “This is a meeting to discuss Jornas strategy, Scholar Alistair,” the dark-haired woman said. She seemed to have gained control of herself, but her jaw clenched as her gaze drifted from Alistair to Eldridge. “You can’t allow some… some street performer into our council.”

      Eldridge glanced down at himself. Street performer? That wasn’t the look he thought he had, but maybe Jornas had changed more than he realized. Places like this, so close to the border of Rens, rarely had merchants come through, let alone performing troupes. Had the pressure with Rens eased more than he had realized?

      “You should know that this is Bishop Eldridge,” Alistair said.

      At the mention of his formal title within the College of Scholars, shapers of the order studied him with a different interest. The scholars already recognized his name, though he’d met none of them. That didn’t really matter. Not within the college.

      A thin, elderly man near the end of the table looked up. He was too old to be of the order, at least those sent here for the fighting. That likely made him the governor. “Bishop?”

      Eldridge studied the man. He had bent fingers and wore no mail, unlike the others. He had a plain brown jacket with black embroidery along the cuffs as the only flourish upon it. For a shaper of the order, this man was much older than most assigned to Rens. Something like that meant he had either taken it as punishment or had requested the assignment.

      Interesting, and more questions for Alistair when they were alone.

      “He looks nothing of the sort. I’ve seen your bishops, Alistair, and they are not men like this. He looks like he could practically be one of the order!” the woman said.

      Eldridge smiled. “Alas, I am nothing of the sort,” he said and spread his hands on the table. “A wind shaper only, and likely the only reason that I managed to ascend to bishop in the first place.”

      Alistair snorted softly, but Eldridge suspected he was the only one to notice. They had known each other a long time, long enough that Alistair should know when to be quiet.

      The girl whispered something more, and even with wind shaping—and his connection to the elementals—Eldridge couldn’t quite make out what it was that she said. She looked upon Eldridge with a considering expression, her dark eyes watching him with a clarity that made him understand what it was the elementals must have seen in her.

      “Unless you have other objections, Deidre, may we proceed?” Alistair asked.

      She frowned at Eldridge a moment longer before turning her irritation to Alistair. “Fine. Let it be noted that I disagree with allowing another—even a ranking official in your college—to join the discussion.”

      “Your objection is noted,” Alistair said. “I am certain your commander will be pleased to hear that you have defended his interests in Jornas as you have.” Turning to the rest of the table, Alistair paused to meet each person, the dramatic flair he’d always shown in Atenas still present. At least he hadn’t lost that as he had lost his hair. “Now. We were discussing the commander’s request to press the attack.”

      Eldridge leaned back in the chair as he tried to hide his surprise. The commander had changed the focus to press the attack in Jornas? Had Cheneth known?

      Maybe Volth had known. The man was friends with the commander, close enough that he still called him by his name. Few enough risked his irritation or worse by doing so.

      Deidre turned her attention to Eldridge again. “We have pressed the attack, Alistair. Why do you think there are so few of us at the table?”

      Eldridge counted nine around the table, over half of them shapers. How many more would they normally have in such a council?

      “Yes. There is no discussion about the request or your response. The discussion has been about what the order has experienced when they press.”

      “Seeing as how the border now stretches some ten miles farther south than it once did, I think we’re doing well enough, don’t you? The commander has made it clear that we’re to work with Pa’shu to continue to press south, so that is what we have done. If we go too far south, we run into—”

      “Draasin,” Eldridge said. He spoke when he hadn’t intended to. Volth had mentioned what he’d found in the heart of Rens. The draasin and the egg he’d discovered. Could that be the reason the commander wanted them to push? Did he know about the draasin eggs in the heart of Rens? If he did, how did he think to use them, if he found any at all?

      “Yes. The draasin,” Deidre said. She leaned forward, her gray eyes narrowing and her lips pressed tightly together. “We haven’t seen an attack in Jornas in nearly three years, but deeper in Rens, where we press…”

      Eldridge glanced to Alistair. Most scholars knew little about the elementals, but Alistair was not most scholars. The man had been chosen for this post because of his knowledge and the fact that he wouldn’t fear the threat of draasin attacks. Had he learned anything more?

      “And now that the Wrecker has departed Rens, nothing really holds them back.”

      He had lost track of the conversation but looked up at the comment. “Volth?”

      “You know of him?” Deidre asked.

      “There are stories about him,” Eldridge said carefully. “I have a hard time believing any are true.”

      “True enough in Rens,” Deidre said. “True enough that those of Rens still fear him. That’s why they don’t send their draasin after us. Or didn’t. Now that he’s gone…”

      Eldridge hadn’t thought of the impact Volth’s leaving would have. The stories about the man were almost too impossible to believe, but then, Eldridge had seen the way he’d healed a man who should have been dead. That was the first time he knew Volth shared a connection with the elementals.

      He stood, pushing back his chair. Sitting in the Jornas council did nothing for what Cheneth needed from him and nothing for the reason he had come. He nodded to the young girl. “I would speak with you.”

      “Bishop,” he heard from Alistair, but Eldridge shook his head, otherwise ignoring him.

      Deidre placed a hand on the girl’s arm, but the girl whispered something to her and stood. “I will come with you, Bishop.” She spoke with a soft voice, accented in a way that told him she was not of Ter, at least not as a child.

      The inflection to her words made Eldridge take another look at her. Not only was she not of Ter, but the dark skin and her dark eyes suddenly made more sense than they had before.

      Rens. The girl was a warrior shaper. From Rens.

    

  




    
      
        
          10

        

        

    
    






          Oliver

        

      

    
    
      
        
        I continue to struggle with how Tenebeth escaped. If we do not discover what happened, anything we do will be insufficient.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Oliver’s rooms no longer felt safe. Nothing about Atenas felt safe. The council had attacked him, but he didn’t know why.

      At least here he had the protections he could place around his room. That, and a way down that few knew about. He gathered what he could, debating what essentials he had, and started stuffing books he wanted to bring with him into a bag.

      Foolish. He’d been foolish to go to the Seat unprepared.

      He had heard the rumors of change happening within Atenas but hadn’t wanted to believe it. Change that had started the moment the commander had taken over from Nolan as first of the order. Now it seemed clear the commander had done something to the rest of the council, twisting them in some way.

      Only he didn’t know how.

      There would be time to question later. First he had to get to safety, but where would that be? Where could he go that would be safe?

      Nowhere in Atenas. The city itself was under the control of the order. Even the city watch consisted of shapers not skilled enough to join the order but who still wanted to serve. Each one of them would have to be suspect.

      What of the guild?

      Oliver hesitated. The guild might still be intact, but how would he know? The Seat had asked for him separately, almost as if knowing that they needed to pull him away from the guild. Had they come for him first… or last?

      Regardless of the answer, he needed help, and not the kind he would find in Atenas. He hated to ask, but what choice did he have? Now that he didn’t know who he could count on within Atenas, where could he go but there?

      The only question he had was whether Eldridge would answer his call.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The tavern was in a section of Atenas near the outer edge of the city. Oliver wore loose wool pants and an ill-fitting jacket, but they were all he could find. The jacket barely covered his stomach, and the pants were much too large. Likely they did more to make him stand out than fit in.

      Except here. In this place, a dingy place with barely enough light for him to see, he doubted that anyone cared what he wore just so long as he paid. He looked up at each person who entered, wondering if the next person would be Eldridge, or the next, but so far, the man hadn’t come.

      Stars, but what would he do if Eldridge didn’t answer? He knew the scholar from his earliest days in the college, back before either of them had been raised very high. Oliver had been a different man—a much lighter man—then. And Eldridge, he had been a flurry of energy and hope even then.

      The door opened and an older man tottered in, leaning on his cane. The filth coming off the man could be smelled where Oliver sat.

      Why had Eldridge ever suggested this place to meet if they needed to meet? Not that Oliver ever expected that he would. He had thought Eldridge would be the one needing his help, sort of like the time he brought Wyath to him. Not much that he’d managed to do for him though. Without the assistance of Volth and his impressive connection to water, Wyath would have died.

      The old man made his way toward Oliver.

      Did the old man recognize him? As head of the guild, he was recognizable in the city even when he didn’t want anyone to know that he was there. Changing his clothes and attempting to disappear didn’t really suit him, and he wasn’t sure he could do much if someone did recognize him anyway. He would have to leave, he suspected. Only, the more he thought about it, the less interested he was in leaving Atenas. This was his home. And he needed to understand what happened here.

      Balls! The old man decided to sit across from him.

      Up close, his wrinkled face was covered with dirt or feces. With some of the folk from outside the city, it could be difficult to tell. Hygiene was not as important with them as it was in Atenas. He rested his cane against the table and leaned back into the booth with a groan.

      Oliver turned his attention away from the man and looked instead at his cane. Surprisingly, he noted symbols burned into it. Many he recognized, but not all.

      “Eldridge said you had a keen eye.”

      Oliver jerked his head around and stared at the old man. Balls! Had Eldridge been compromised? Was that why this man was here? Did he intend to take Oliver with him?

      “Who are you?”

      The old man grunted and waved to one of the waitresses. In this tavern, Oliver had found the service to be lacking, but the old man managed to catch her attention quickly, and she hurried over, smiling broadly at him as she brought him a mug of ale. The man flipped her a silver before she darted off.

      The man took a drink of the ale and then set it down. “Not many places brew it the old way,” he said, wiping his sleeve across his face. As he did, there was a flash where cleaner skin shone through, but then it faded. It happened so quickly and resolved so fast that Oliver realized the illusion.

      Plucking at the shaping with strands of water, he started to peel it away, but then his connection to water was cut off. It simply was not there anymore.

      He gasped.

      “It would be best if you leave that alone,” the old man said.

      With that, his shaping returned.

      “You’re him,” Oliver said.

      The old man grunted again. “I’m me.”

      “You run the—” He looked around and lowered his voice as he leaned toward the old man. Whatever else the illusion might be, the stench most certainly was not an illusion. “You run the barracks.”

      The old man took another drink of ale. “You called for Eldridge. He is away.”

      “So you came?”

      The old man grunted again. “We have an agreement of sorts. I watch for him, and he watches for me.”

      Oliver had heard of Cheneth, the scholar who ran the barracks, but had never met him. As far as he could determine, Cheneth had never been in Atenas. The College of Scholars was not situated in the city, but there were enough scholars throughout the city that it might as well be. None really knew where to find the college, and none of Oliver’s questioning had ever revealed the answer. They held a unique position in Atenas, one where they advised the council but held no real authority. Not like what he’d learned of in the barracks.

      But though he had heard of Cheneth, he had not expected this. The man sitting across from him appeared like nothing more than a dirty villager, but the power that was required to simply separate him from his ability to shape would be enormous. What scholar possessed that type of power?

      When Oliver didn’t say anything, Cheneth leaned toward him. Even his teeth had a crooked and blackened appearance. “Why did you summon Eldridge, Master Bestrun?”

      Oliver composed himself and wrapped a shaping of water around his mind, pulling it tight against himself. He didn’t want to be separated from shaping again. The slight pull of Cheneth’s lips suggested that he knew what Oliver had done. If he could tell what he did, would it matter to him?

      Maybe this was a mistake. He should have considered his options before calling Eldridge. As of now, Eldridge owed him a favor for attempting to heal Wyath. But what would he owe Eldridge for helping?

      He took a breath. He could do nothing more than explain why he had come. And then Cheneth could decide if he wanted to help.

      “The council attempted to shape me,” he said in a hushed voice.

      Cheneth blinked. For a moment, the illusion covering his features faded, but it returned quickly. “Why would they have tried to shape you?”

      “I don’t know. I was summoned to the Seat, and when I arrived, there was a subtle shaping that prevented me from leaving. I felt something”—he tried thinking of the words to describe what he felt, but failed—“something in my head.”

      “And you managed to escape?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Hmm.”

      Cheneth grabbed his wrists so suddenly and so quickly that Oliver didn’t have a chance to react. Something surged through him, a shaping of such force and such strength that Oliver didn’t only sense its power, he felt it, the way you could feel heat rising from an oven. Cheneth squeezed his wrists, and the power flowed over him, raged through him, and then relaxed as Cheneth released his wrists.

      “Yes. You escaped,” Cheneth said with an uneasy sigh.

      “What was that?” he demanded.

      “Watch yourself, Master Bestrun,” Cheneth said. “You told me they attempted to shape you. There are some with the ability to shape in such a way that you would lose control of yourself. What I did was only to determine whether such a shaping had been done.”

      “What you describe doesn’t exist.”

      “Trust me when I tell you that it does,” Cheneth said. “Now, describe to me exactly what you felt when you were in the Seat.”

      Oliver collected himself, rubbing at his wrists. There had been pain, but also a sense of helplessness, of knowing that he was in the presence of someone so much more powerful than him that he was little more than a child in comparison. It was much the same way he had felt with the commander the only times he’d seen him. The man who had sat at the head of the order before him had been a powerful shaper, but he had abilities others could understand. He had served in Atenas for nearly a dozen years. Lachen had come seemingly out of nowhere and was more powerful than anyone had been in centuries.

      “They did nothing. They called me before them and said nothing. I wouldn’t have known that they even shaped me were it not for the fact that I…”

      Cheneth tipped his head to the side. “You what?”

      “I used water to calm myself,” Oliver admitted. Shaping oneself wasn’t necessarily forbidden, but there were things that shapers didn’t do. Turning a shaping upon oneself was rightly considered dangerous. Most wouldn’t be able to control it, and even if they could, there was no guarantee the shaping would have the desired effect. It was the reason healers couldn’t heal themselves. Or hadn’t been able to heal themselves prior to Jasn Volth.

      “That would attune you, yes,” Cheneth said, mostly to himself.

      Oliver frowned. “Attune me to what?”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t see the way Alena and Jasn shaped when they were here. Eldridge shared with me what happened.”

      “They are fully trained warriors and more powerful than me.”

      Cheneth smiled slightly. “You have no idea.”

      “There was something that prevented me from leaving. A shaping that wanted to hold me in place. And then… then I began to feel a strange crawling sensation in my mind.”

      Cheneth leaned back and took another drink of ale. When he was finished, he sat forward again and rested his elbows on the table. “You should not have recognized what they did. But then, you remained attuned. Interesting that it would work.” Cheneth fell silent, his fingers rubbing a pattern on his mug of ale before he looked up. “How did you manage to escape before the shaping took hold?”

      “I severed it with water.”

      “Hmm.” Cheneth built a shaping quickly and it sliced through the connection Oliver held to water, once again separating him from it. The effect was brief, only a heartbeat, but it made Oliver gasp once more. “Was it something like that?”

      “Would you stop doing that?”

      “Tell me. Was your shaping like that?”

      Oliver considered what he had sensed in the moment before he lost his connection to water. Cheneth had used a knife of a shaping, one so controlled that it had slipped underneath what he had managed to do to wrap himself in water. The edge of the shaping was so sharp that it had happened too quickly for Oliver to react.

      The control was more than even Oliver possessed, and he considered himself one of the most skilled shapers of water in the world.

      If this scholar could shape water like that, and without any warning, without any sign of what he did… He was much more powerful than Oliver would have expected.

      “Yes. It was much like that.”

      “Good. You see the way that I used it to pry beneath your shaping?” Cheneth asked. His voice had no condescending tone, only one that reminded him of all the teachers he’d ever had.

      Oliver nodded. What else could he do when confronted by a man more skilled than him but learn?

      “Then you can repeat it. This shaping can guide you and can give you the chance to separate others if you need it. Do you see how it can be used?”

      “I see how you separated me from water.”

      “Yes. And you can do the same with others.”

      “That’s not—” He stopped himself, realizing that it might not be what he wanted to learn from Cheneth, but it might be useful nonetheless. “Can it be used against anyone?” he asked instead.

      “You may try, but there are certain shapers where that sort of attack will not be effective. Some are too powerful for such a simple measure.”

      Simple. Oliver would not have called the attack simple. He hadn’t even known that separating a shaper from their ability was possible, but now that he did, he still didn’t view it as a simple attack. Using a sharp edge as would be required needed superb control of shaping, enough that it could slip beneath the shaper’s ability to counter.

      “That’s not why I summoned Eldridge,” Oliver said. “I’m not sure that I can return to the tower.”

      Cheneth leaned in, carrying his stench with him. “You will return, Oliver Bestrun. If the Seat of the Order is compromised, more than you realize is at stake. Darkness threatens, and we must be ready.”

      Oliver tensed. Darkness. What did Cheneth know?

      “You know of it,” Cheneth said.

      Oliver frowned. “I have seen evidence of it,” he said. “Shadows that should not be there. Power that seems to pulse in the back of my mind. I do not know what it means.”

      Cheneth finished his ale and set the mug down on the table. “It means, Master Bestrun, that you must remain vigilant. If that power has taken hold within the Seat, we may already be in more danger than we realize.”

      Oliver rested his hands on his belly. “I can’t return. I already escaped the Seat once. If they summon me again—”

      “You will remain, and if they summon you again, you will avoid the summons. It is as simple as that.”

      “I think you mistake my talents for yours.”

      “There is no mistake, Master Bestrun. If you escaped once, you are as capable as any to remain here. And you need to remain here. You have control of water. There are certain things that you can do to help disguise yourself.”

      With a wave of his hand, the old man disappeared. In his place was a young woman, her face reminding him, with her raven hair and full lips, of his long-departed sister. The woman waved her hand and changed again, this time taking on the appearance of Eldridge. Another wave of the hand, and the old man reappeared.

      Each time, Oliver had detected the barest whisper of water shaping, but it was water that he used.

      “You see that you can be more hidden than you realize,” Cheneth said.

      “How… how is it that you know these things?”

      “I know a great many things, but there are certain things that I do not know. That I have not discovered. And that is why you must remain here.”

      Oliver sighed. “I can try to do this,” he started, but then thought of the way Cheneth had entered his mind, “but what if they do something that I cannot withstand?”

      Cheneth reached across the table and handed him a slender rod. Patterns were etched into the metal that reminded him of what decorated Cheneth’s cane. “This can help you counter spirit. Use a shaping of each element—it does not take much—and you will be able to call on spirit. You can use that to defend against such a shaping.”

      Oliver took the rod. His fingers trailed along the edge of it, tracing the patterns. “What is this?”

      “There are those who specialize in forging artifacts like this,” Cheneth said. “You may use this if you remain. This can help if spirit is used against you. Carrying it will protect you.”

      “You said that I could call on spirit with it.” Even saying that seemed odd. There were no shapers of spirit, were there?

      But then, he had never met anyone like Cheneth before.

      “You can call spirit, but I caution you to practice before you have need. This might buy you time, but against a skilled shaper… Well, let’s say that even this has its limitations.”

      Oliver thought about what was asked of him. Could he really do what Cheneth wanted? Could what Cheneth claimed be real?

      But if it was, and if the Seat had been compromised, then Cheneth was right. Much more was in danger than he realized.

      “I will stay,” he said softly.

      He stared at the metal rod for a moment, and when he looked up, Cheneth was gone.
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        Atenas is compromised, but we have allies I had not expected. The extent of the threat remains unknown.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “Why don’t we start again?” Cheneth asked.

      They stood in a mountainous area, far from where Ciara had been for the past few days, brought there by a shaping Cheneth had worked, traveling leagues in nothing more than the blink of an eye, almost as if traveling on lightning, but no thunder had followed. Nothing but silence.

      When the shapers of Ter had attacked in the past, they had always come on lightning with thunder trailing. That was how her people knew they came. And if there were no way to detect them, how would the people of Rens be safe?

      “I’ve tried all that I can,” Ciara said. She grabbed a branch and pulled on it, dragging the branch closer so that she could pluck the leaves off it.

      “I think you’ve tried all that you are willing to try. There is a difference.”

      “Why? What do you think this will do? What do you want me to do?”

      Cheneth stopped in front of her. In the days since she had first met him, she had begun to see he was nothing like the thin, elderly man she had first assumed him to be. There was strength behind his eyes and in the way he watched her. In some ways, it intimidated her. In others, knowing that he had such skill and knowing that he had no intent to attack Rens, it made her feel better.

      “I want you to remember what it was that you did when you began your…” He frowned as if searching for the right word. “Your dance. Now we are here to see what else you might be able to summon. You have shown earth, draasin, and supposedly nobelas.”

      “The lizard? Why do you and Olina both care so much about the lizard?”

      Cheneth glanced behind him, eyes narrowed, then he motioned for her to follow as he made his way through the trees and up the slope of the mountain. The earth had a mixture of rock and loose dirt that she slipped over as she made her way behind him. Tall pine trees grew too close together, as if they tried to squeeze out everything else that attempted to grow here. The air was heavy with their aroma, and the dried needles crunched beneath the boots Cheneth had given her, boots so different from the thin-soled leather sandals she had worn throughout Rens.

      He stopped near a small stream, one she hadn’t even sensed. What did it say about her water-sensing ability if she couldn’t even detect a full stream? When she had been in Rens, this much water would have managed to keep her entire village alive indefinitely, but now she struggled to detect it. All the water around her made it difficult to detect anything with much clarity. She picked up the steady thrumming of Cheneth’s heart and the blood in his veins, and she sensed the way water moved through the trees, drawn up through the ground. The presence of water was so pervasive that it seemed to obscure everything else she attempted to sense.

      And then there was the chill on the air. She hadn’t been so attuned to the temperature before going to Tsanth. But the night that Olina had chained her outside the village, leaving her exposed to the darkness and the night, she had become very aware of the currents of heat and cold in the air. Had that come from riding the draasin?

      Or was it more?

      Olina seemed to think she could control fire, but Ciara doubted she could do anything more than summon the draasin, and that only with the help of her father. Without him, what had she ever really done? She had drawn the lizard. That was it. And what was so special about the lizard?

      Other than the fact that the lizard had kept her alive. Without it, she would have died on the waste. Without the lizard bringing her the gourds and taking her to a source of water, she wouldn’t have made it more than a few more hours. And then, without the lizard, the shadow man would have claimed her. She had little doubt that she would have succumbed to his seduction.

      Cheneth leaned into the water and took a long drink before standing. He wiped his chin, leaving streaks of water glistening in the early-morning light. “What can you tell me about the elementals?”

      Ciara glanced at the water, wondering if she should take a drink. Thirst hadn’t been an issue for her in a long time, but the instinctual part of her, that which remained Rens, always seemed to suggest that she drink, even when she knew it didn’t really matter. Why should it, when she’d been offered water whenever she wanted? The people of Cheneth’s camp even used water to cleanse themselves with, not like the dried leaves and sand that Rens used for scrubbing.

      “I don’t know that I can tell you anything you don’t already know,” she said to him.

      Cheneth smiled. “You might be surprised, nya’shin. You know of the draasin?”

      “All know of the draasin. They are the reason Ter attacked Rens.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “Ter wants to control the draasin, but they cannot be controlled. They are too powerful for any one person to control.”

      “Were that true, then riders of draasin would not have attacked Ter, perpetuating this war. They are not the riders I once knew. Whatever controls the draasin is different.”

      “You knew riders?” Ciara knew nothing about the riders, only what she had briefly heard from Olina, but there was more to the riders than Olina had shared. And if what she had shared was true, then her father had once been a rider. What had changed for him? Why had he left Tsanth? And when had he gone to Rens?

      “The Wise of Hyaln could speak to the draasin. Not the way that Alena does. They had a different connection to the elementals.”

      “Why did they leave?”

      Cheneth sighed. “Only the wise know the reason. Perhaps it has to do with whatever controls the draasin, forcing them to attack.”

      She noted that he didn’t accuse Rens. “Do you think it Tenebeth?”

      His eyes narrowed and he looked toward the sky. “When this started, I knew nothing about Tenebeth other than stories told to children. I still don’t know what it means that the stories are real… that the darkness is real.”

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not an answer. There is more to Tenebeth than simply the shadows you faced. From what I have learned, something had to release him.” Cheneth took another drink and wiped his sleeve across his mouth.

      “Who would release the darkness like that?”

      A troubled look crossed his face, but he didn’t answer. Cheneth started up the slope as if to disappear into the trees again.

      “You haven’t told me about the lizard. What is the nobelas?”

      Cheneth turned slowly, resting one hand on the nearest tree. “I think it is too early for you to learn about the nobelas.”

      Ciara stared after him, waiting for him to return, but he didn’t. Running to catch up, she found him far up the slope, much farther than he should have been able to reach without shaping. “The lizard found me. I didn’t summon it. It saved me when I was trapped in the waste. Brought me gourds that helped me survive. I would have died otherwise.”

      Cheneth didn’t look back at her. “That would fit with nobelas.”

      “It stopped me when the shadow man tried to call me. When Tenebeth tried to bring me… somewhere. Had it not been for the lizard, I would have gone with him.”

      Cheneth stopped at that. “He tried to lead you away from your home?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know where he intended to bring me. But there was greenish light all around, and I could feel the power he promised me. Almost as if I could touch it. But the lizard, nobelas, pushed me back.”

      “He promised you power?”

      She nodded.

      “From what I have learned, you must have power, nya’shin, or he would not have wanted you. All Tenebeth cares about is those with power. He can’t provide it if they don’t already possess it.”

      “But I’m not a shaper. I have no power.”

      He spun and grabbed her j’na in a single, fast motion. His hands were a blur as he spun it. Then he slammed it against the ground.

      Unlike when Ciara used the j’na like that, there was no sharp crack, there was nothing like the power she managed to summon. Cheneth eyed the staff as if expecting it to do something more, and when it didn’t he lifted it again, readying to slam it into the ground.

      Ciara grabbed it from him. “Your technique is wrong,” she told him. “See what you have to do?” She flicked the spear, and it struck the hard rock of this part of the mountains, loosing such a loud crack that it sounded like thunder and reminded her of the warriors appearing on their shaping. She took another step and slammed it into the ground again, this time with another flick of her wrist, leading to another crack. Power pulsed as she did, and she could feel the shaping already starting to build. Many more like this, and she would summon… what? The draasin? The lizard? Something else?

      What good would it be if she had no control over what she summoned? What good would her ability, whatever this was, be if she never knew what it meant or how to use it?

      Ciara paused.

      Cheneth stepped forward. “Do not stop.”

      “But I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what will come.”

      “What comes is what must come. There is intent behind your dance, and the power that you draw with your shaping.”

      “This is no shaping.”

      “Ah, my dear nya’shin, what else could it be if not a shaping?” He pointed to the spear. “Please. Continue.”

      Ciara held the spear and flicked it again. Crack. Another flick. This time, the spear bounced, less than the solid crack and more of a snap as it struck the stone. She moved her feet, feeling that smaller steps were safer here, and sent the staff into the ground again. And again. And again.

      Wind whistled around her, writhing around her arms and her face, pulling at the thick cloak she wore, sliding down her spear.

      She looked at Cheneth, who eyed her with an intense interest, watching to see what would happen.

      “You must continue,” he said, this time more softly.

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t you feel it?” he asked. “Don’t you feel what you have done?”

      “I feel the wind pulling on me. I feel the way it seemed to try to tear the j’na from my hand. I feel it, but I don’t know what it is or what it is that I do.”

      “You are calling the wind,” he said. “And you must continue.”

      She kept flicking the spear into the ground. As she went, the force required to do it changed, and she felt as if the wind almost guided her hands, showing her how to place the spear to lessen the impact on the stone. Ciara continued and the wind increased, growing into a powerful torrent. She could almost imagine she saw faces appear in the wind, but then they passed.

      Over time, her arm grew tired, and she slowed her steps, letting the j’na settle back to the ground. When she finally stopped, the wind had settled, though she could still feel the way it curled through her hair, along her arms, and slipped around her j’na. There was the sense that if she only reached into the wind that ran along the j’na, she could control it, but that sense faded, leaving her with something like an aching within her.

      “What was that?” she asked Cheneth.

      “That was a call to the wind. Do you remember what you did?”

      Ciara thought about her steps, the dance, as Cheneth had called it. Could she replicate it? “I thought I was repeating what I had done before.”

      “Before, you summoned the draasin. Do you remember what you did then?”

      She thought of the steps. When she had been with Olina, and then with Cheneth in his small building, the pattern she’d used hadn’t been the same as when she had been with her father. Was it because she had been in Rens? Or was there something about the location that mattered?

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “You have summoned draasin. Nobelas. Golud. And now ara. Each should have a different signature for you. You have only but think about what it was that you did and you should be able to repeat it.”

      Did they have a signature as he suggested? There was a different pattern to each, and a different way that she used her j’na when summoning each, wasn’t there? So far, she hadn’t been able to repeat any of the patterns. When she thought she was using the same pattern, it ended up changed, and she ended up with a different summons than the one she expected.

      What did it mean that she would be able to summon elementals? It had been strange enough when she had learned she could call to the draasin, and then to the lizard, but to earth and wind as well? What did that mean for her?

      Cheneth seemed to understand her concern because he smiled reassuringly. “In the barracks, this place where you have come, we have shapers able to reach the elementals. They can learn to speak to them. That is why we have brought them here, knowing we must train them, protect them so that Tenebeth doesn’t reach them and twist them. But you… you have another gift, one that is unlike any that we have here.”

      “What?” she asked, already suspecting the answer.

      “We have shapers able to speak to the elementals, but they can only reach one. Alena speaks to fire. Eldridge to the wind. Wyath to earth. Volth to water. There are others with potential, but they have not shown the extent of that potential yet. In time, that will change. That must change, or we will lose.”

      Volth. That was the powerful water shaper she’d seen. He had strength to him, but anger as well. He was a powerful man, and if she were honest with herself, was alluring as well.

      “Is that what you think I will be?” she asked.

      Cheneth met her eyes. The bright intensity that shone back nearly made her step away. She set her j’na to the ground, but there was no power to it this time. “You are more than nya’shin,” he said. “You may be more than ala’shin. That is something we will need in the days to come.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Cheneth shook his head. “No. But you will. You must, nya’shin, so you will.”
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        Could it be that the College of Scholars is responsible for what happened in Atenas? I would not have believed they had such connection to spirit, but then I would not have expected that they would have sealed away such knowledge with spirit. Why hide what might be essential to survival?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The air crackled with the energy of her j’na striking the ground. Ciara stood in the mountains again, alone as she was so often these days, with nothing but the trees surrounding her. In the time since she’d last worked with Cheneth, she had managed to summon other elementals, but never had she repeated a summons. That was the task assigned to her.

      Today was no different. She fixed in her mind the idea of summoning the draasin, of drawing one of the massive creatures to her, and focused on the steps she had used when summoning him while in Rens. Her feet followed those steps at first, but then she stopped. Not by choice, but because she began shuffling into another pattern, and her j’na began to leave her hand with a different angle or level of force or even the bounce, enough that it changed the sound as it struck the ground. Between that and the steps she took, the intent shifted.

      She had thought Cheneth would teach her. Wasn’t that why she had come? So far, he had done nothing more than leave her alone in the mountains with the instructions to repeat a pattern. It mattered little to him which pattern she repeated, only that she perform one consistently. But if he never told her how to do it consistently, how did he expect her to repeat it?

      She flicked her j’na in frustration.

      The end of the spear cracked more loudly than it had for a while, and she let out a soft cry and dropped to the ground. The stream she’d seen when she first came to the mountains with Cheneth ran nearby, and she no longer struggled to sense it. The presence of the water filled her, as did the understanding of the depths of it. The second time she had come here, she had stood in front of the water, focusing on how far it stretched, letting awareness of it fill her. The stream rolled out of the mountains, joining another wider stream—or river, she suspected—before continuing onward. She lost track of it out there, but rivers continued flowing, and it would eventually reach the sea. So much water here, enough that her people would never want. How could the Stormbringer offer so much to these lands and so little to hers?

      Maybe the Stormbringer did not exist. Maybe he was nothing more than superstition.

      Ciara tapped herself on the chest, making the sign to ward off his anger. Those thoughts were dangerously close to what the shadow man had said to her, and she knew he was not to be trusted. Yet how was she not to believe there was something different when her people never knew such excess?

      You cannot think that way.

      The voice intruded into her mind with a suddenness that made her gasp.

      Ciara jumped to her feet and looked around. Was it the shadow man? Tenebeth had always spoken aloud to her, but with the power he possessed, it seemed just as possible that he would be able to reach into her mind, much like the lizard.

      Only it sounded nothing like the shadow man. It sounded more like…

      More like the lizard.

      She found it crouched along the streambed, lying atop one of the stones as if sunning itself. When she looked over at it, the lizard stuck out its long tongue and ran it across the rock. Ciara remembered all too well the sense of that tongue across her arms, and her legs, all over her, as the lizard healed her.

      You’re nobelas.

      The lizard flicked its stubby tail. Nobelas. As reasonable a name as some.

      Are you not nobelas?

      I am one of the creatures men once called nobelas.

      Why have you not come to me again? Why now?

      There has been no need.

      You came when I summoned before.

      You called. We answered.

      Not you?

      The lizard climbed from the rock and jumped across the stream. Ciara was surprised at the agility the lizard displayed, especially as small as it was, but she suspected there was much more to the lizard than she knew. This creature had not only healed her but had healed the injured draasin. That meant it was much more powerful than she had ever suspected.

      She hadn’t told Cheneth about that. She hadn’t told anyone, not even her father. Did it matter if she did? Olina and Cheneth seemed impressed that she spoke to nobelas, though she still didn’t understand why. There was something about the creature that they sought, but what? Why would they be impressed with this lizard?

      The lizard bumped up against her, pushing her with his stout body. His tongue snaked out, and he ran it along her boots, leaving a thick paste that dried quickly into a solid crust. Perhaps me. Would that displease you?

      You were the same one who helped me on the waste.

      You were thirsty.

      That is the only reason?

      There is a fire that burns within you. It was not time for it to be extinguished.

      Fire. Her people were water seekers, and some could call it. But fire? That was the skill of the warriors of Ter, and she was not of Ter.

      Not of Ter, but you call each of the elements, the lizard said.

      Just because I can call them doesn’t mean I can shape them.

      No? I think they are related. You cannot summon without the ability to reach the element in the first place. You must be able to reach a deeper bond before you can understand the elementals.

      What about you? What element do you represent?

      The lizard flicked his tail and circled around her, pushing her so that she took a step back. I am of all elements, and of none.

      Ciara frowned. The comment was too much like what Cheneth had said about Hyaln and the enlightened. I don’t think I can shape the elements I’ve summoned. If she could, what did that make her? Was she meant to be like a shaper of Ter, able to ride lightning and thunder? Was she meant to destroy rather than build? If so, she didn’t want that power.

      You can summon. For now, that is enough.

      But I can’t summon consistently. Every time I try to draw the same elemental to me, I fail.

      You see failure and I see growth. Each time you try, you find another that you hadn’t met before. How is that failure when you learn how to reach another?

      That the lizard would try to reassure her surprised her. How does that help? If I can’t reach the elementals in a timely fashion, how does it help that I can even summon them?

      The lizard bumped against her leg again and pushed. You will get stronger. Over time, you will learn how to control your power. Once you do, then you will learn how to summon with more speed. You ask how it matters, but know that it does. Know that if Voidan calls, there can be another who can call. That is why you must continue to learn.

      Voidan. Is that the same as Tenebeth?

      It is emptiness. It is nothing. That is what the darkness seeks.

      The lizard licked her boot again and started toward the trees with a strange sort of waddle, disappearing into the darkness.

      Ciara chased him, but by the time she reached the trees, he had disappeared.
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        How much do I risk those who can speak to the elementals? Will they be the sacrifice required to replace the seals?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “What do you plan to do?” Alena asked.

      Jasn stood outside the barracks, the massive trees rising up all around him as he stared at the remains of the draasin pen. How had Wyath managed to survive long enough for Alena to stabilize him and get him to Atenas? Of all the things he’d seen since his return, that might be the most surprising. The water shaping she’d used on him had kept him alive, but not much more than that. Had she not… he had no doubt Wyath would have perished in the explosion.

      “Cheneth left the barracks again, and I still want answers,” he said.

      Alena stood near one of the trees, blue eyes taking in the destruction as she ran her fingers through her blond hair. She had found him as he made his way through the woods. Jasn wasn’t surprised she had managed to find him. He hadn’t attempted to shield himself, and with Alena, he wasn’t sure that it even mattered.

      She brushed her hair back and tucked it under the neck of her jacket. “You still think to find Issa?”

      “Katya,” Jasn corrected.

      He looked over at her, but Alena did not meet his eyes. The bond that had formed between them when he had healed her was likely how she had found him so easily. The bond went both ways, not only allowing him to know what had happened to her but granting her the same insight with him. It was a greater sharing than he wanted, especially with Alena.

      “She is lost, Jasn,” she said. The annoyance in her tone had softened since they had found the draasin egg. He still didn’t know how much of that was because of the connection between them and how much was because she had nearly died twice. Had it not been for him, she would have died.

      “I refuse to believe that.” Having Alena talking like this was progress. At least she seemed to be feeling better, even if the connection between them told him otherwise.

      “And if you search for her? Do you plan to take on Tenebeth yourself?” Alena stepped away from the tree, moving so that she was only about a pace away from him. He could smell the heat of her body, the way it mixed with the floral soap she must have used, something that seemed so out of place in the barracks. “You have seen what this darkness can do. When even Thenas is nearly too much for us… Issa was always more skilled than Thenas.” She stared into his eyes, unblinking.

      Jasn swallowed. Katya had always been more skilled than him as well. And if she had been claimed by Tenebeth, she would be a powerful ally for the darkness. What did Jasn really think he could do if he were to encounter her? Did he think he could draw the darkness away? The elementals didn’t listen to him consistently as it was. How could he think he might be able to find her and then heal her?

      And if she hadn’t been taken by Tenebeth, where would she be? What else could have happened to her? He needed to know. And if he didn’t… if he refused to try, how much of a betrayal would that be?

      He knew the answer, just as he knew what he had to do.

      “I have to try,” he told her. “Eventually, I will have to try. Once you’re safe…”

      Alena continued to stare at him. Jasn felt heat growing through him at the weight of her gaze, but he refused to look away. Alena was a lovely woman, and had he met her under different circumstances… and had Katya not still lived. But she did. And the circumstances were what they were.

      “Tell me about her,” Alena said. She started away from the trees, toward the remains of the draasin pen.

      Jasn followed. The closer he came to the rock, the more he felt the residual effect of the shaping used to hold the stone. How powerful must the explosion have been when it erupted? Calan was lucky to have been uninjured. For that matter, Ifrit was lucky to have lived.

      “You knew her,” he said as he reached for the jagged edge of rock. He picked it up and examined the powerful runes used to hold the earth in place. The only time he had attempted runes like that had been when he needed to save his life. Strange that he would go to Rens and try to live. “Why don’t you tell me?” Would Alena know more than what Cheneth had told him?

      Alena glanced to the rock in his hand. “We knew her as Issa. She was a shaper of much power and brought to us by the scholar Listan.”

      “Not Cheneth?”

      Alena pulled her eyes away from the rock. “Cheneth had come to the barracks, but he had not assumed control. Not yet. That would come later. Listan sat high in the College of Scholars, and when he brought her to the barracks, I had only recently been raised to full hunter.”

      “Did you know you could speak to the draasin then?”

      “I have always known,” she said softly. “Growing up along the border, close enough where I could see the draasin… I heard their voices. I didn’t know what it was at the time. When I learned, I thought there was something wrong with me. That the creator found me damaged. When I went to Atenas, the voices faded until I no longer heard them.”

      Jasn wondered what it must have been like for Alena to have known for as long as she did that she could hear the elementals. Probably no different than for him to know that he couldn’t die. There was the same reason for both, and though he didn’t know what caused his… affliction… he understood that something was wrong with him.

      It must have been the same for Alena, only worse in some ways. She could hear the voices of the elementals. Jasn had only known he couldn’t die, not the reason for it.

      “When Issa—Katya—came to the barracks, I was chosen to teach. She proved an adept student and learned quickly, but it was her affinity for fire that I noticed the most. She could use fire in ways I had never seen trained in Atenas.”

      “She always had a connection to fire,” Jasn started. “It was the first element she managed to reach, and with fire, she was able to do so much more than I ever could. But Katya was more powerful than me with just about every shaping she did. The only element I exceeded her in was water.”

      “I think you exceed everyone with water,” Alena said.

      Jasn chuckled. That hadn’t always been the case, or at least he hadn’t always known that was the case. With Oliver, when he’d been learning from the guild, he hadn’t known anything other than the fact that he felt ignorant about so much. In hindsight, most of his ignorance stemmed from physical knowledge and inexperience, not a lack of ability with shaping. Even now, Oliver was much more knowledgeable about the body and the ways to repair it, but Jasn thought his connection to water gave him an advantage. He didn’t need to know the workings of the body to heal it. Water seemed to know what was needed.

      “We met in Atenas,” he continued. “She had already mastered nearly every element. I came to Atenas barely able to sense, and that only with water. She guided me, showing me the way that she knew to reach water. She was patient, and kind, and…” Jasn swallowed again. Those early memories of Katya were some of the hardest for him and ones he had tried not to think about while in Rens. Why was it that they came back so easily now? Why was it that Alena managed to pull them from him?

      He could still recall the first time he’d seen Katya. Small and petite, with short raven hair, her eyes had blazed brightly. She had an energy about her, almost an aura of her power, that he couldn’t resist. When she’d offered to work with him, he had not refused.

      “You didn’t know she’d come to the barracks,” Alena said.

      “No. She was raised to the order before me and was given an assignment she claimed she couldn’t share. At the time, I didn’t know anything about the workings of the order, only that assignments would come from the council. The Healers Guild had already staked their claim on me, so I knew what my assignment would be when I managed to reach each of the elements.” And even if he never had reached them. Jasn never feared what he would do. The guild had made it clear he had a place, even were he not of the order. Sitting among the order would grant him more opportunity, but it was not entirely necessary for him to succeed.

      Alena stood in the middle of the rubble, an earth shaping building from her as she moved some of the rock. “How did you hear about what happened with her?”

      Jasn debated answering. Doing so would only dredge up more of the painful memories he had of Katya, but maybe that wasn’t necessarily a bad one to revisit. How long had it been since he’d thought about that day? When he’d been in Rens, he’d relived it every single day, the same way that every single day, he had hoped he would be able to find the same death that had come to her, and each day he had failed.

      “Someone of the order brought word to me,” Jasn said. He remembered the man’s face, his dark eyes and flat stare. When the man had come to him, he had known he was from the front, just as he had known he came bearing bad news.

      Alena stood and turned. “The order? You didn’t receive word from one of the scholars?”

      Jasn shook his head.

      “Do you remember what this man looked like?”

      “Remember? I don’t think I’ll ever get his face out of my mind. When he appeared on my doorstep, bearing her sword… I knew.”

      “We never recovered her sword. We never recovered her body,” Alena said.

      Jasn frowned. “This man, he had her sword. He gave details about what happened to her.”

      “You saw what happened. I showed you where we lost her. But there was no body, and there was no sword.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Alena’s shaping completed and the remains of the pen slid to the center of the clearing, stacking into a neat circle, though nothing like the structure that had been there. “What I’m saying is that I don’t know who would have come to you, but whoever it was, he didn’t come from the barracks.”
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          Ciara

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Darkness and Light. From both sprang all that we know. There was a time when I would have thought that nothing more than folktale, but with what I have seen, I begin to wonder.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara remained hidden in the trees. Shadows stretched around her and the stream ran nearby. As had become her practice, she focused on the water flowing through the stream first, trying to gain an awareness of water, thinking if she managed to master the element, then she could understand what she needed to do with the summoning.

      Her j’na rested on her knees. The end of the staff had blunted, but not as much as she would have expected with all the striking she’d done, sending it into the rock over and over. Each time she did, she wondered if the spear would crack and break, but it never did. It was possible that the patterns her father had placed upon the length of the spear protected it.

      She thought of him often. Were she to return to Rens, would he offer to teach her what she needed so that she could understand how to summon the draasin, maybe help her master how to summon the other elementals? So far, she had managed to summon elementals, but there was still no consistency to it and no control. The lizard—and Cheneth—seemed to think she could learn that skill, but she wasn’t certain. It was as if each time she attempted to recreate a pattern she had done before, something shifted, preventing her from repeating it.

      How long had she been at the barracks? More than a week. And then two weeks in K’ral before that. Over a month since she’d last been in Rens. And in that time, so much had changed for her. Not only her understanding of things, but the realization that she might really be more than simply a water seeker. She might not be able to call it like Fas or Eshan had managed so easily, or even like her father, but there was the hope that what she did might give her even more potential. If she could reach the elementals, creatures like the draasin, or earth, or wind, or even the lizard—maybe especially the lizard—then what else might she be able to do? Only, everything required that she remain in Ter, studying with Cheneth. But so far, he had not done much to teach.

      With a sigh, Ciara stood and made her way over to the stream. She took a long drink before standing, not missing the constant thirst that had been her companion in Rens. She missed the heat of the sun, though, and the dry air. Here, everything was moist, including the air.

      Returning to the clearing where she had attempted every summons, she paused to consider what she wanted to try. Attempting to call the draasin had been unsuccessful. It was as if the pattern she’d used to draw the draasin was different than the one she remembered in her mind. Maybe it wasn’t the pattern, though. Maybe it had more to do with the fact that she didn’t summon the draasin in Rens. It was possible the location mattered as much as her actions.

      The first steps had proven to be the hardest. Ciara tried to fix an image of what she wanted to summon in her mind and used that image to strain for the memory of what she had summoned in the past. So far, she had summoned enough different elementals that she thought she should be done finding new ones, but that hadn’t proven to be the case. Even within something like wind, there were slight variations that told her there were differences. The temperature, or the force of the wind, or even the way it touched upon her skin. All told her she hadn’t managed to consistently reach the same elemental.

      Earth. That would be what she summoned today.

      She could think of five different earth elementals she had summoned so far. The first had been while in Cheneth’s home. The others had all come here. One had been so powerful that it had nearly split the ground beneath her feet. Had she not released the summons, she suspected she would have been thrown into a deep chasm. And without the lizard to heal her, she doubted she could survive a fall like that again.

      Thunder rolled distantly, and she glanced at the sky.

      Storms, but thunder didn’t necessarily mean rain. Not in Ter.

      The Ter shapers used lightning to travel. Cheneth had traveled with her on a similar shaping. Now when she heard thunder, she looked up, wondering who might be traveling and where they might be heading. This time, she saw thick dark clouds in the distance, and the thunder rumbled again. Perhaps it meant rain after all.

      The Stormcallers of her village would have had a fit had they the chance to call to the rain in these lands. She’d not been here that long, but there had been two rains, one heavy enough that she might once have called it a great storm. Now she wondered if that was even true.

      If the storm came while she was out here… She would just have to start back to the camp before that happened. But first, she wanted to try the summons. Likely she would fail. She doubted she would manage to summon the elemental that she intended.

      A subtle shifting of earth. That was all she wanted. There had been one elemental that seemed to have limited strength, but her second attempt to reach it had resulted in her calling the extra powerful elemental. She had hesitated to try again, but maybe she couldn’t hold off any longer.

      The first step. That’s all she had to take.

      It was hardest because she struggled to hold the form in her mind. Once she began, the pattern essentially flowed from her, almost guiding her without giving her much choice. She only had to step, tap, and step.

      Could she draw on the weaker earth elemental?

      She tried thinking of it and took the step.

      When her foot struck, she flicked her j’na, sending it to the stone with a sharp crack.

      The sound seemed right. Sometimes the sound of the j’na against the stone mattered as well. She hadn’t managed to master the difference, but there were differences to the speed, or the angle, or even how long she held on to the shaft of the spear, either muting the sound or amplifying it.

      She took another step. Crack. Another. Crack.

      As she took her steps, Ciara made a point of holding the thought of the earth elemental in her mind. If she could reach for it, if she could only repeat the pattern she had used before, she would have more confidence that she could reliably do this. Even once. That was all she wanted.

      The pattern took on its own form. Was it the same? Ciara didn’t know. Thinking too much about it was distracting, and she’d learned she would fail if she tried. Instead, she had to allow herself to move in the pattern, to let it draw her.

      Step. Crack. Step.

      Her feet slid forward, knowing the steps, the sound of the j’na striking the ground filling the air. Would someone else hear it? Would they know what she did? She thought the camp was isolated, but what did she really know about anything of Ter? It was possible they were near a Terran city.

      Ruthlessly, she returned her concentration to the task at hand.

      Step. Crack. Step.

      She felt a deep rumbling. Was this the same as what she’d done before? Was this the gentler elemental she’d worked with before?

      Wind started to pull on her cloak, biting through the thick layers.

      She had to ignore it. Focusing on the wind would only have her draw wind to her when she wanted earth.

      Step. Crack. Step.

      The rumbling beneath her took on a more violent form.

      Ciara’s next step missed. The j’na slipped, colliding with the ground with a snap.

      She caught herself, taking another step and flicking the j’na to the ground. Crack. But the next step was wrong. She felt that it was wrong, though didn’t know why she should.

      She flicked her j’na. It hit the ground at a strange angle, the sense of wrongness intensifying.

      The spear went flying away from her as if repelled.

      Ciara scrambled after it, cursing. She had failed. Again.

      Usually when she lost control of a summoning, the elemental slipped back to wherever it came from. This time, the earth continued to rumble deeply beneath her.

      She was tossed, thrown away from the j’na.

      Her arm struck the ground at an odd angle, and she heard it crack as much as she felt it.

      Ciara cried out and reached for her j’na. If nothing else, then for comfort.

      The ground continued to rumble. The wind that had picked up swirled around her nearly as violently as the rumbling earth. Sharp needles of rain fell.

      Ciara tried moving but screamed when her arm got caught on the ground with another surge.

      Stormbringer! Would she survive the waste only to suffer and die here in Ter?

      And much like in the waste, this would be her fault. She had been the one who thought she could summon the elementals, who thought she could control them, who foolishly listened to Cheneth’s suggestion that she try. But there was no control, was there? Not with the draasin. Not with earth. And not with the lizard.

      Where was the lizard? If he came, he could heal her. She’d seen it, had experienced him do it more than once, but why would he leave her now?

      Nobelas!

      She tried calling out, but the connection to the elemental did not feel natural, and she wasn’t certain she reached him the right way.

      The ground continued to rumble. Wind tore at her hair, her clothes, her skin, forcing her to wrap her injured arm around herself, shielding herself as much as she could.

      Likely it wouldn’t matter. The storm that came felt no different than a great storm of Rens. And when those struck, they were powerful. Too powerful to survive in the open.

      A chill worked through her.

      Something about the cold felt familiar. She had experienced it before, even if she hadn’t realized it at first.

      “Look where you got yourself.”

      The voice came from all around, a deep and angry sort of sound. Ciara shivered, trying to withdraw, but the pain in her arm prevented her from moving.

      “I can see to it that you feel no pain,” Tenebeth said.

      “Go away,” Ciara told him.

      Laughter echoed in time with peals of thunder. “You don’t want me to go away. You summoned me, little nya’shin.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Had she summoned him? She didn’t think so, but what if she had? She possessed no control over her summoning and simply let the pattern guide her, so it was possible that her summons had been meant for Tenebeth.

      But he wasn’t an elemental, was he?

      Nobelas!

      She cried out for the lizard but was met once more with silence.

      Tenebeth laughed again, peals of thunder echoing him. “You cry out when you could walk the clouds proudly. You cower when you should stand tall. You could be so much, my little nya’shin.”

      Ciara shook her head. “Leave me alone. I didn’t summon you.”

      Tenebeth came closer. She felt it as the cold in the air grew sharper. Had it been that way when he approached her in the waste? Maybe, she decided, but she would have been too tired and sick and thirsty to notice.

      “You think you didn’t, but I felt the stirrings within you. I felt the way you drew me. How could I resist when my little nya’shin sent her summons?”

      Ciara tried pushing herself along the ground, working her legs across the rock, but pain shot through her arm as she did. She screamed, and the sense of cold washed over her, the pain easing, if only for a moment. Then it returned, as sharp and fresh as it had been. She screamed again, a sound the loud cracks of thunder drowned out.

      “See how little you would have to feel? I can teach you, guide you through your skills. You would not be the first. Many summoners come to me. How could they not, when they receive no power otherwise? With each day, I grow stronger and soon you will lose your chance to join me.”

      “The enlightened will teach.”

      Tenebeth laughed again. “Enlightened. You think the enlightened know even a fraction of what I know? I am power. I am darkness. I am the beginning and the end. They know nothing but the light.”

      Ciara shivered. Right now, all she wanted was the light and warmth, anything to send Tenebeth away from her, to force him to leave her alone. “Go,” she begged.

      The sense of chill washed over her again, this time with increased intensity. Her body spasmed and pain shot through her injured arm.

      Ciara kicked in the direction of Tenebeth but knew it would do no good. What use was there in kicking at the emptiness? What could she do against a power like him?

      Rain continued to pelt her in sharp needles, so painful that she lost sensation of anything else. Her mind went blank. All she could remember was to push back against Tenebeth.

      She kicked again. And again. Each time she did, Tenebeth laughed, punctuated by the heavy rain.

      One more kick. This time, her injured arm struck something solid.

      As numb as she was from the rain and from the pain she felt, she recognized the shaft of her spear. Ciara constricted her injured hand around it, letting the familiarity of the runes press against her palm. She tried to squeeze but had no strength.

      If she could only twist, she might be able to put the j’na between her and Tenebeth.

      The thought stayed in her mind, and she rolled.

      Blinding pain shot through her with the movement.

      But she got her arm free. Using her good arm, she grabbed the spear and held it out. The rain sheeted down, and she couldn’t see anything in front of her, but she could feel the chill in the air that Tenebeth created.

      She thrust the spear away from her.

      Laughter echoed again, but the chill receded.

      She jabbed again. In her mind, she thought she saw a flash of light, either her spear or—more likely—a flash of lightning. She was in too much pain to be certain of anything.

      The chill in the air receded even more.

      Once more, she thrust with the j’na. Did the rain seem to be easing? The ground continued to rumble as it had with her shaping… No, not the ground. Thunder. A steady, rolling sort of thunder that filled her. The rain definitely slowed, no longer so painful.

      Ciara lifted her head and opened her eyes and saw only darkness. But she felt none of the same chill. Nothing that would make her think Tenebeth remained.

      He was gone. For now. But would it ever be safe for her to attempt a summons again? If he answered the next time, what would happen to her?

      Ciara knew that she couldn’t—she wouldn’t—risk it.
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        If the darkness is real, how do we reach the light?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The walk back down the mountain was more painful than any walk Ciara had ever experienced. It was worse than nearly dying of thirst while trying to cross the waste. Pain jolted through her injured arm with each step, regardless of how much she leaned on her j’na. She stopped at least a dozen times to rest, more fatigued than she would have expected from simply walking, but the effort of fighting off the pain took more out of her than she realized.

      Again, she was thankful for the constant source of water.

      She followed the stream down the mountainside. If she stayed with the stream, she would reach the north edge of the camp. Why had she not encountered anyone else? Weren’t there others from the blasted camp, or had Cheneth truly left her alone? Had he known what would happen to her, that Tenebeth would come for her when she attempted a summons? If he had, why had he left her?

      And why had she been so foolish to continue attempting summoning alone?

      There had been no good reason. Pride, perhaps. The foolish determination that made her think she could complete a summons.

      Maybe it wasn’t that at all. Maybe it was about more than that. The fact that Cheneth knew she could summon the elementals but had done nothing to assist her. How could she learn if the person she was sent to learn from wouldn’t teach?

      Better to return to Tsanth and to Olina. At least the old woman had taught her something.

      She reached the lower part of the mountains. Here, even the trees changed, no longer the thick, prickly things with their sharp aroma. Now, they were wide-leaved with silver bark, growing tall, shielding the light from the sun. Still she hadn’t seen anyone. Shouldn’t she have come across one of the shapers from the camp by now?

      The rain. They would have stayed inside with the rain. It was what she would have done.

      Her arm throbbed and bone poked against the skin of her forearm. She tried to ignore it, but she really should have splinted it. That would have helped, at least to take the edge off the pain, to keep her from suffering quite as much as she did. How would she have bound the splint with only one arm?

      No, instead she suffered, wondering with every step why the lizard hadn’t come to help and why it seemed to ignore her plea for assistance when she so badly needed him. When Tenebeth had come the last time, the lizard had been there.

      But it hadn’t. The last time she’d faced Tenebeth, it had been while in Tsanth. There had been no lizard that time.

      What was different? Why would it come to her, to speak as if taunting her, but not reappear when she actually needed it?

      Ciara tripped and staggered over a loose rock, tumbling forward.

      She thrust her spear out, trying to catch her fall, but it lodged in the soft mud and she sprawled, thankfully landing on her good side.

      Ciara lay there for a long moment, not wanting to move. Any motion caused pain to shoot through her arm, and lying like this kept her if not comfortable, at least not hurting worse.

      She lost track of how long she lay like that. The mud beneath her was soft and seemed to suck her down. She lost track of where to find her j’na, though she knew it was nearby. Maybe it had gotten caught in the mud too.

      As she lay there, her water sensing returned and she detected someone coming toward her. Ciara tried getting up, but her body betrayed her as it had too often this day.

      Footsteps squelched through the mud. She reached for her j’na, wanting to have something to protect herself, but it was too far away.

      “What happened?”

      She recognized the deep male voice. There was almost a sense of warmth to it. “I fell,” she said carefully.

      Hands touched her arm, and then a painful cold washed over her.

      Panic set in with the cold. She’d sensed a similar sense of cold from Tenebeth. She didn’t want to risk another attack.

      “Easy,” the man said, soothing her as she would one of the shepa of her village.

      She managed to turn so that she could see him, and forced herself to relax. Jasn Volth. Why would he have come here?

      A moment of fear fluttered through her at the thought that he might serve Tenebeth as well, but she reminded herself that he had fought Tenebeth. That without his contribution, the powerful shaping of water that he accessed, the draasin would not have been saved.

      “I’m only trying to help. I am… was… a healer. I can help.”

      She forced herself to relax, finding it more difficult than she expected. Wave upon wave of cold washed over her, like the sheeting rain she’d only just escaped. But this had none of the pain. There was nothing, only the cold.

      The pain in her arm eased and she flexed her fingers, found that they worked again. The cold continued to press through her even though she felt as if the injury was gone. Ciara tensed.

      “There’s something else…”

      He said it more to himself as he worked his water shaping. The cold moved from her arm up through her neck and into her head. With another surge of almost blinding cold, it eased, settling back and out of her.

      He leaned back. “Can’t do anything for this dirt, but we’ll get you washed off. You’ll need to rest a bit and eat. Some people heal faster than others, but you were pretty hurt. I think you’ll need more rest than most.”

      Ciara brought her arm around and stared. Where the bone had pressed against the skin, it now had mended, and the bone no longer threatened to burst through her flesh. She ran her fingers over the injury and felt only a slight sense of cold where she touched, nothing more than that. No pain remained. The only pain she had was the memory of what had happened to her and of the way Tenebeth had attempted to attack. She had survived this time, but would she manage it if he came after her again? Three times now he had come for her, and three times she’d resisted. And this time, she’d come away barely able to use her arm. What would happen the next time? What injury would she walk away with the next time Tenebeth attacked?

      “Let’s get you back down into the barracks,” he said, offering his hand.

      Ciara looked up at him, still struggling to wrap her mind around the idea that she should trust shapers of Ter after everything they had done to her and her people over the years. These were not the same ones who attacked. She had to convince herself of that fact. And they had not shown her any sign that they wanted to harm her. Nothing. The injuries she had sustained had been of her own doing.

      She took his hand and came to her feet. “Where were you going?”

      Jasn Volth paused. “To see the draasin.”

      “Draasin? The same one from K’ral?”

      “If you want to see her…”

      As he had predicted, she felt tired, but not so tired that she wasn’t willing to go see a draasin. They were rare enough in Rens and should be even more so in Ter, but then, this draasin had been tainted by Tenebeth. If not for the shaping she had somehow participated in, the draasin would have continued to attack and would have continued to be twisted by him. That she was not… Ciara should be thankful for the fact that she was not, but all she could think about was the most recent attack. What if Tenebeth used her to reach the draasin again?

      “I should return,” she said.

      “Listen. I’m not going to hurt you. Damn, I made a point of healing you, didn’t I? I haven’t tried to hurt someone from Rens—”

      “It’s not that,” she said, but the comment made her wonder when he’d last hurt someone from Rens. This man was a powerful shaper, probably stronger with water than her father, and she had always thought her father was strong. Besides that, he spoke to water elementals. Cheneth had told her that others spoke to the elementals. No wonder Rens struggled against the Terran attack.

      “No? Then come with me. It’ll give me a chance to monitor you after the healing.”

      “Why would you need to monitor me?”

      He shuffled his feet slightly. “My healing tends to have… unexpected effects sometimes. Best if I keep an eye on you.”

      When he started forward, Ciara debated following him or returning as she had said she would. If she returned, it meant sitting with Cheneth, or alone, but not comfortably. When the enlightened did speak to her, he rarely said anything she could use. Occasionally, he had questions for her, but Ciara never felt as if her answers satisfied him.

      The water shaper glanced back, and Ciara started after him.

      She held on to her j’na, her eyes darting around as she tracked where he led. Using water sensing, she suspected that she could return to the stream, and from there she could find her way back to the camp. Could she make her way back to Rens from here?

      Ciara wanted to learn, but she wanted to help the people of her village as well. She didn’t know what had happened to them while she was in the waste, only that many of them had been abducted, leaving the village essentially emptied. Everything that she knew was gone. And now she was asked to learn from her enemy.

      Jasn glanced at her again, eyes narrowed as if he knew the direction of her thoughts. “You haven’t shared why you were hurt.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      He waited, as if expecting her to say more, but she wouldn’t. Not about the fact that Tenebeth had come for her again. How would she explain that? If he came for her here, would she ever be safe? Could anyone here be safe?

      They stopped in a wide clearing. The trees formed something like a circle, and fresh earth was heaped in places as if it had been recently tilled. The air smelled of dampness, and grass, and the earth, but also held the remains of heat, as if a massive fire had blazed there. She saw no sign of damage. Nothing but an expanse of grass.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Ciara asked carefully. Could he want to assault her? Had he wanted to harm her, he would have found it easier to do while she was still injured and lying on the rocks near the stream.

      He took a step forward, and the grass seemed to shimmer. Another step and he disappeared. There was no sound of thunder. No lightning.

      What had happened?

      Ciara followed. After three steps, the landscape seemed to bulge. A tingling sense washed over her and then was gone. She blinked and realized that not only had the strange sensation disappeared, but also so had the grasses. Now in front of her was a simple stone structure that reminded her of those in the Ter camp, though this one was damaged and hastily repaired, but even that wasn’t what caught her attention. Rather, it was the massive draasin simply curled alongside the building, her long tail disappearing around one end of it.

      Jasn Volth stood in front of the draasin, hands held out before him. He approached the elemental slowly, but still more quickly than Ciara would have been willing to do.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Calming this draasin.”

      Ciara watched the draasin but didn’t think there was anything about her that wasn’t calm. “Is that necessary?”

      He took a step forward and the draasin lifted her head. Golden eyes looked at Jasn but then turned to Ciara and fixed her with a heated stare. She shrank back, stepping to the point where she felt the tingling once again on her skin. Whatever illusion had been placed seemed to have been done with shaping, and she felt the boundary of it.

      “Why are you trying to soothe the draasin?”

      “Cheneth asked me to see if there was anything I could do. Thought I might be able to heal her.”

      “She’s an elemental.”

      “I know that. And I have healed the draasin before. But this time, what he’s asked of me is different.”

      “Why?” Ciara had stepped closer than she realized and now stood next to Jasn Volth. He smelled of heat, something that reminded her in some ways of Rens, but there was another note that mixed with what she sensed from the way his heart beat steadily in his chest, both more anxious than he outwardly appeared and less anxious than she would have been had she attempted to soothe the draasin.

      “There’s something about the draasin,” he said. “Not sure what it is, but Cheneth claims this one can’t move past what happened to her in Tsanth.”

      “Tenebeth,” she said in a harsh whisper. “He’s tried to… tried to claim me.”

      “Yeah? Well, he tried to claim me too. Didn’t even know it. That’s why I’ve been asked to see if there’s anything I can do for her. If Tenebeth still has some hold…”

      Ciara doubted that even a water shaper would be able to draw Tenebeth away if he still had any hooks in the creature. The only thing that had worked for her had been choosing to refuse, but even that might not be enough. He had nearly claimed her this time. Had she not managed to… to what? Not die? She didn’t really know what she had done. Probably nothing. Had Tenebeth not departed, she didn’t know what would have happened to her.

      The draasin suddenly lunged. Massive jaws snapped, and her tail swung toward her. Ciara brought her j’na around to block, and the draasin’s eyes locked on it briefly, almost as if recognizing it.

      Jasn Volth grabbed her and jumped back, driving them behind the illusion.

      Within the illusion, the draasin roared. Flames burst from it, but Jasn Volth did something to tamp them down.

      “Maybe we’d best get you back to the barracks. I have to talk to Cheneth anyway.”

      He didn’t have to tell her, but she knew the shaping he’d intended had failed. Either the draasin had nothing wrong and he’d angered her, or worse: Tenebeth still influenced the draasin.
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        We must ally with the elementals. We must reach them with all the strength that we possess.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The air sizzled with the shaping that brought Cheneth’s return. Jasn wondered why he should be able to detect it, but was glad he could. After finding Ciara in the woods, and injured at that from a wound she refused to speak about, he needed to find the scholar. And the damn man had been gone long enough.

      He didn’t even have to knock on Cheneth’s door. The scholar threw it open and welcomed Jasn and Ciara inside. Jasn let her go first, watching her as he did. He’d healed her, much like he had healed others in the camp. Had he used water elementals on her? He no longer knew the answer to that, only that if he had, something would change with her. Something always changed.

      When they were inside, Cheneth closed the door and sealed it shut once more. The shaping he used was more complex than any that Jasn would ever have used for something as simple as attempting to seal out listeners, but as he focused on the shaping, he realized that it also created a sort of barrier around the dorm.

      What did Cheneth fear?

      “You faced him, didn’t you?” he said to Ciara.

      She looked at Cheneth guiltily and nodded.

      Jasn took a step forward. “Wait. Faced who?”

      Cheneth frowned. “You weren’t there?”

      Jasn shook his head. “No. After the storm, I went to check on the draasin. Felt your return as well,” he added. “I found her in the forest with a badly broken arm.”

      “You faced him alone?” Cheneth repeated, this time with less anger in his voice.

      “It wasn’t the first time that I have,” she said.

      Cheneth started pacing, making a slow circuit around his desk. He took his glasses off and set them on top of one of the books and rubbed his eyes. “Too fast. He is moving too fast.”

      “Who?” Jasn asked again.

      Cheneth paused in his circuit. “Tenebeth.”

      “You faced Tenebeth?” he asked Ciara.

      As she nodded, she kept her eyes fixed on Cheneth. “How did you know?”

      “The wind shifted,” he said, as if that answered the question.

      “He’s come for me before,” Ciara said. “When I was in Rens, he came. Then in Tsanth. Now here. Why does he follow me?”

      Now he understood why she hadn’t shared where she’d been when she’d fallen, but he had the same question as Ciara. Why would Tenebeth come for her?

      Cheneth sighed. “I thought we would have more time. And if you’re alive, then perhaps we still do,” he said. “You need to gain control of your summons, Ciara S’shala.”

      She slammed her spear to the ground. A loud crack erupted through the dorm. “Isn’t that why Olina sent me here? But you’ve done nothing to teach me!”

      “Nothing. What have you learned since you came here?”

      “Nothing.”

      Cheneth smiled and glanced to Jasn. “She says nothing, but nothing is what saves her when Tenebeth comes. The others—you, Alena, and the rest like you—must harden your mind in order to be safe, but this one… this one manages to do so without ever having learned anything. She questions me as she tries to call the draasin when the draasin are here for her to call. All that she has to do is go to it.”

      Jasn glanced at Ciara and saw her staring at Cheneth with heat. Angry like that, she appeared much older, and in some ways, more striking.

      He shook the thought away.

      “I thought you said the barracks were safe,” Jasn said to Cheneth.

      “The barracks are as safe as I can make them. I thought we had more time. Something has changed.”

      “He said others come to him.”

      Cheneth squeezed his eyes shut. “That is what I fear as well. When I return, I hope to have more answers.”

      “Return?” Ciara said. “You will leave again?”

      Jasn felt sorry for her. She had come—or been sent here—to learn whatever Cheneth alone could teach her, but so far, he had been gone for much of the time that she’d been here, leaving her trapped in his dorm with few visitors.

      Had he known… He would have what? Come and spent time with her? Played games with her to distract her from the fact that she was alone and so far from her home?

      None of that mattered to him. It couldn’t.

      Then why hadn’t he left?

      He told himself it was because Alena needed him, and he believed she did. Weakened and connected to the egg, he still didn’t know what would happen to her if the female draasin didn’t help hatch it. Or what would happen to him. They were connected now, so whatever happened to one would happen to the other, wouldn’t it?

      The connection needed to be severed, but he didn’t know how.

      “I haven’t found any way to sever the bond between myself and Alena,” Jasn said.

      “If she can’t get the egg to hatch…”

      “I have warned Alena what must happen. She is reluctant to act.”

      Jasn nodded. Destroying the egg. That had been his suggestion as well, but Alena wanted nothing to do with it.

      “But the bond—”

      Cheneth looked up from the book he stared at on his desk. “The bond is of water, Jasn. There is nothing that I can do to sever it. You must use your connection to water to fix this.”

      “And if I can’t?” he asked, careful not to explain too much in front of Ciara. He didn’t necessarily think she might take advantage of his weakness, or of Alena’s, but the knowledge of the draasin egg wasn’t something he wanted too many to know. It was bad enough that Calan knew, and likely Ifrit.

      “You will have to take care of the problem if Alena will not.”

      Jasn sighed. Could he do that? After all that he had done in Rens, and all that he was willing to do, would he be able to destroy the egg now?

      If it meant saving Alena, he would have to.

      “What of Bayan?”

      “What of her?”

      “You said others searched for her. Has anyone managed to find her yet?”

      “There is a trail, but it is faint. Eldridge thinks he might be able to find her.”

      Eldridge had strength. With the man’s connection to the wind, Jasn suspected that he might be able to reach her from anywhere. But Eldridge was a scholar. Perhaps one who had studied in the barracks, but still a scholar. “Are you certain that Eldridge is the right person for this?”

      Cheneth looked up at him and his expression darkened. “I am certain.”

      Frustration surged in him. “Fine.”

      “Focus on what you must do here, Jasn Volth.”

      “And what is that?”

      “The same thing that brought you to the barracks in the first place.”

      He frowned, wondering what Cheneth meant by that. He had come ostensibly to learn, but Lachen had sent him, searching for information. He had wanted him to watch, observe, and report, but he had made no report to Lachen in weeks.

      Was that what Cheneth wanted of him? Did he want him to go to Lachen and share what he’d seen in the barracks? Should he tell Lachen what he’d learned of Tenebeth and the elementals?

      All Jasn wanted was to learn what happened to Katya, but he couldn’t do that until he knew that Alena would be safe. Even then he wasn’t sure he wanted to know if she had been claimed by Tenebeth, and whether that had anything to do with the fact that he’d been tainted by the darkness. If she was, there was nothing he could do to help her.

      As he watched Cheneth behind his desk, pulling a book in front of him to read, he waited for an answer but realized that none would come. Whatever happened would be up to him.
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        It has been over twenty years since I last walked the halls of Hyaln. I doubt I will be welcomed.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The night was a blanket of darkness. No stars peeked through the thick clouds, and the air was otherwise still. The scent of rain hung heavy on the air, but Alena couldn’t determine when it might fall. Some water shapers had grown particularly attuned to the clouds and were able to predict the rain. Some could even summon the rain. She could do neither.

      What she needed tonight was not the rain but the darkness.

      She led Sashi through the barracks, the stone chain wrapped around her wings more for show than anything else. Few people knew the second draasin was even in the camp, but of those who did, she didn’t want to risk them discovering her sneaking the draasin away. And of those who didn’t, she didn’t want them to see her at all.

      Sashi pressed through her mind with an edge of curiosity. She didn’t know what Alena had planned, only that she brought her from the barracks and away from the egg.

      Moving between the buildings left her heart racing. Were there potent water shapers in the camp, they would likely detect her heartbeat. And there were potent water shapers here. Jasn Volth likely knew the moment she moved, but then that connection was more than about water.

      She sensed him and knew he remained in his dorm. He was not alone. Another was with him… female, from what she sensed through their connection.

      That shouldn’t bother her, but for some reason, it did.

      She pulled on the chains, drawing Sashi after her with more force than was necessary. The draasin didn’t deserve to have her pull so strongly, but Sashi didn’t speak to her as she needed, either.

      At the edge of the trees, she allowed herself to relax. At least here, within the tall oaks and the elms that grew in this part of the forest, the shadows drifting off them protected her more and gave her enough cover that she didn’t have to fear someone coming upon her by chance.

      She crafted earth and used it in a veil overtop herself. Sashi could hide herself only so well, though she wasn’t worried about the draasin were they to encounter someone else. Alena would simply release the chains and let the draasin fly free if it came to that.

      Do you finally think to abandon your plan? Sashi asked the farther they went from the barracks.

      Not abandon, Alena sent.

      They stopped near the remains of the pen. They had been repaired, but the work was incomplete. Without a strong earth shaper and someone to set the runes, the repair could never fully be finished. Jasn had done what he could with them, but it was not enough. Someone like Wyath, with his skill with earth, would be better equipped to handle the task.

      Alena wasn’t convinced she wanted that. If not for the need to have someplace easier to work with the draasin, she would never have returned her here. The egg… it would be safe in the barracks, at least until Alena could convince Sashi to hatch it. But she needed to convince her to do more than that. She needed to convince her to help separate the connection. If she didn’t, she might really have to destroy the egg. Given the dreams she had been having, dreams where she sensed the life from it, knowing that the draasin developed and was ready for life if it only had the necessary spark, she didn’t think she could tolerate allowing the draasin egg to be destroyed. Better that she die than the draasin.

      This is where you would bring me? Sashi asked. After what happened here the last time?

      There is no other place where you can be safe.

      Release me then. I will be safe in the skies with the sun on my back.

      With the connection she shared with Sashi, she sensed the hint of darkness the other draasin had mentioned. It was there, faint, at the back of her mind. What would happen were she to release the draasin? Would she simply fly back toward Rens? Would Tenebeth seek to claim her again? Or something else?

      Alena didn’t know, and that made her fearful of simply releasing her.

      You will be safe here, she repeated.

      Sashi snorted. There is no safety, Lren. Not anymore.

      We healed you, didn’t we? We brought you back.

      You brought me back, the draasin agreed, but for what? Voidan will return. I felt the power he possesses. It rivals the Mother.

      Then you will be safe.

      Sashi snorted again and flicked her tail. She swung her massive head to face Alena. In the darkness, with no moonlight overhead and the stars obscured by clouds, her eyes seemed almost to glow. This draasin was powerful, if only she could see that.

      If she couldn’t, and if Alena couldn’t find a way to help her, would it matter that they had managed to rescue her from the connection to the darkness? Would it matter if Tenebeth had been stricken from her mind if Sashi never recovered? And if Alena couldn’t find a way to help her, what would happen were they to find other draasin? Would they remain trapped with their fear?

      Alena attempted to press a shaping of earth into the stone of the pen, wanting to seal the individual rocks together. Doing so taxed her more than it would have before she’d bonded to the egg, but it held. Thankfully, it held.

      Using a focused shaping of fire, she added the rune for earth to the pen and sealed it in place. That was nearly more than she could tolerate.

      As the rune took hold, she staggered and fell to her knees. Sashi only watched her, making no attempt to shake free of the stone chains. Alena wouldn’t have been strong enough to stop her if she did.

      Why do you fight this, Lren?

      Alena looked up, weary, and made a point of meeting Sashi’s eyes. Because you won’t.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alena returned to the draasin pen deep in the woods the following day. Sashi remained beneath the stone, the walls barely held together by her shaping. But they did hold.

      Rain had come today, a heavy sleeting rain that filled the streets of the barracks with mud. Rather than leaving in the midst of it, she had remained within her dorm, sitting in front of the crackling fire, waiting for the downpour to stop. Once, such a rain wouldn’t have slowed her, but then she’d had the ability to shape. Now, shaping was a struggle. Each attempt drained her, making any attempt precious.

      Finally, the rain eased. Alena waited until it stopped completely before pulling on her boots and trudging through the streets, making her way toward the trees. She passed Ifrit, who only gave her a cursory frown, saying nothing before moving on.

      Alena sighed as she reached the rise leading away from the barracks. It would have been easier to shape her way into the forest, but then she wouldn’t have had any strength remaining to work with the draasin. As it was, she’d slept fitfully outside the stone pen after forming the earth seal, lying on the hard ground with the draasin barely confined by anything more than loose chains, probably watching her the entire time she slept. Had someone else come across the draasin then, what would they have thought?

      No one had. Alena didn’t expect it, either. Calan thought the pen destroyed, and part of the rune she’d placed upon it had been a masking rune, designed to obfuscate the pen’s presence. Someone like Wyath, with his connection to the earth elementals and his sheer strength with earth shaping, would be able to look past the rune and would likely know that the pen existed, but others would have to know to look for it. Had she the strength, she would have preferred finding a safer and more secure place for the draasin, but there was none, and so she didn’t.

      When she finally reached Sashi, she found her sitting outside the pen. The chain lay in a heap near the edge of the pen, but Sashi hadn’t attempted to depart.

      You’re still here.

      Where would I have gone? the draasin asked. Where is safe?

      I thought you might fly toward Rens. Perhaps farther south.

      South. Is that where you think we’ll find safety? As I have told you, there is no safety from Voidan.

      Alena lifted the stone chain and pulled it away from the pen. What did it mean that Sashi hadn’t left? Could she recognize that Alena wanted only to help? Or had she simply given up? The way the draasin folded her wings over herself made the latter more likely.

      Where is home for you? Alena asked.

      The draasin’s tail flicked, clipping the pen and sending a small spray of stone flying. Alena doubted the pen was stout enough to withstand a full attack if Sashi wanted to destroy it. Given what happened the last time she had been here, Alena couldn’t fault her if she did.

      Why do you care, Lren? You have me here.

      I speak to the draasin, but that doesn’t mean that I know everything about you.

      Sashi snorted. You know little about the draasin, or you would not have asked. There was a pause and then, But you ask. From the tone of the last, Alena realized that mattered to the draasin. My homeland is far to the south. Beyond your Rens. Beyond what others call the waste. A land where the sun keeps us warm and grants us her favor.

      I didn’t know that there was anything beyond Rens.

      Beyond the water, Lren. There are many lands beyond the water. There is hunting there, and the sun, and peace. No man has touched those isles.

      Alena could almost imagine what the draasin experienced. She could almost see the island, as if the draasin pushed an image of it to her. Stretches of rolling hills, covered with orange and reds. Deep valleys where water cut through the land. Tall rocky mountains where the draasin could perch and stare out over their home. Dozens of draasin soaring through the air.

      Is that your home?

      That is my home, Sashi answered.

      What of the draasin of Rens?

      There are some who claim this land as their home, much like there are some who claim the lands to the north. Fire exists everywhere, Lren.

      What lands to the north?

      She knew of some places, but beyond Ter, there was Tsanth and Delphin. Then there was the sea. From Cheneth, she knew Hyaln was somewhere out there. It had to be. Only… only, she had never heard of a place called Hyaln. Was it possible that it was beyond the sea as well?

      The north was never my home, Lren. I do not know those lands. The draasin there are different than to the south, or in your Rens. They do not mind the cold, or the snow, or the ice. They are almost not draasin. She said the last with something close to a snort, as if telling a joke to Alena.

      Alena smiled inwardly. This was the most Sashi had spoken to her since returning from Tsanth and the touch of Tenebeth.

      How did you come to these lands?

      We were summoned.

      Alena found herself frowning. Summoned?

      There are those of power who call to the elementals. If the call is strong enough, and if the need is great enough, even the draasin cannot refuse.

      That sounded too much like what Tenebeth did. And what Ter had seen from the first attack from Rens. Why would you answer a summons if you would be used?

      Not used. Not always. The summons comes from one of great need and one of great skill. For a summons to reach the draasin, the summoner must have strength of fire. Otherwise the summons would not reach us.

      Who summoned you? Alena asked. Did Cheneth know that such summons existed and that they were the reason that the draasin came to Rens?

      A man of much power. That has been many years ago.

      Is that why others came to Rens?

      No. Others are born of Rens, but the draasin of Rens are different than the draasin of my homeland. Lesser in some ways, she said with a sense of pride.

      This was all new to Alena. What are the differences?

      Look upon this form and tell me that it is not stronger than others you have seen.

      Sashi appeared no different than many of the other draasin, but Alena didn’t want to tell her that, not when she finally felt they were making progress.

      You are powerful, she said, offering the draasin what praise she could.

      The draasin snorted and flicked her tail.

      I would like to see your homelands sometime.

      Sashi turned away from her as if the comment upset her.

      Alena tried reaching her again, only to be ignored.

      With a sigh, she sank to the ground to sit and wait.
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        Can another go to Hyaln in my stead? Will they be willing, with so much on the line, to go and discover what Hyaln can teach? How can they not?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “I saw what you did.”

      Ifrit made her way toward Alena, straight dark hair barely moving as she walked. A light cloak hung over one shoulder, leaving her sword exposed. Alena hadn’t taken much time to speak to Ifrit since returning to the barracks with the egg. Now she realized that she should have. Ifrit had changed because of Volth’s healing. Everyone he healed changed, allowing them to reach their capacity with the elementals. What did Ifrit hear now that she had been healed? What would she do?

      “What did I do?” Alena asked.

      Ifrit stopped barely a pace in front of her, and she looked up at Alena. The blasted woman might be shorter than her, but she somehow turned it into an advantage.

      “The draasin.” She spoke with barely more than a whisper, and there was heat in her words.

      Alena tensed. Had Ifrit seen her moving the draasin from the pen in the barracks? How would she explain it if she had? Cheneth would understand, and he led in the barracks, but even he recognized that it was a tenuous sort of leadership. If Ifrit were to make trouble, and if she had Calan on her side, there would be little that Cheneth could do without betraying himself. And it might come to that. Eventually, it would have to come to that, but Alena suspected Cheneth wanted a little more time before he revealed what he knew. Likely he wanted to discover why Tenebeth was now moving.

      Of course, Alena didn’t really know. With Cheneth, you could never be sure what he intended. The blasted man was nearly as difficult to read as Volth.

      Ifrit watched her, waiting for an answer. If Ifrit attempted any sort of shaping, there would be very little Alena could do to prevent it. Weakened as she was, any shaping would be more than she could handle. The twisted smile on Ifrit’s face made Alena wonder what the shorter woman knew.

      “What about the draasin?”

      Ifrit casually turned her eyes up the street. “You brought something back here. I know that you did.”

      Alena relaxed slightly. The egg. That was what she meant. Calan had seen her with it as well, though he hadn’t been all that pleased when she wouldn’t let him examine it—or destroy it. “Cheneth knows about it, if that’s your concern.”

      Ifrit’s half smile faded and she pulled her gaze back to Alena. “That’s not really my issue. With you, I’ve never doubted that you have the support of Cheneth. It’s the others who know that you should worry about.”

      The sound of boots thudding across stone caught both of their attention.

      Calan strode down the center of the barracks, dragging a long, bloody draasin foreleg with him. When he saw Ifrit and Alena, he stopped. “Damn creature nearly took my head off,” he said. “But I got her in the end.”

      Alena felt like she might get sick. From the size of the leg, the draasin would have been enormous. Large enough that she—and she didn’t doubt that the draasin had been female, as Calan knew the difference—would have proven a formidable challenge for him.

      “You hunted alone?” Ifrit asked.

      “This beast attacked near Pa’shu. When Cheneth sent me, I couldn’t find my partner.” He said the last without much accusation.

      He didn’t have to. Alena was supposed to hunt with Calan. Cheneth had set that up for several reasons, not the least being that she could keep an eye on Calan and possibly delay him with the draasin. How many had she prevented him from killing? Probably a dozen. Each had lost a talon, but not their life.

      “I had another task,” Alena said.

      Calan nodded as if it didn’t matter to him, and it probably didn’t.

      Ifrit glanced from Alena to Cheneth. “None are supposed to hunt alone.”

      “Careful, Ifrit,” Calan said.

      She met his eyes. “I thought that was the policy of the barracks. None were to hunt alone.”

      Calan pulled on the draasin leg and drew his back straight. “Next time, then. You may come with me on the next hunt, especially if this one is unavailable again. Some hunts can’t wait.”

      He left them standing there, Alena staring after the remains of the draasin leg. When she turned, Ifrit was watching her with a curious expression. She said nothing more before hurrying off after Calan.

      Damn that woman.

      Alena couldn’t spend too much time thinking about it, though. Now she needed to find Cheneth for another reason. Did he know what Calan had done? Had he known Calan had gone on a hunt, and alone? It was bad enough if he had killed one of the twisted draasin, but if he had killed one that had not been twisted… There were few enough females as it was. Losing even one more was dangerous.

      As she hurried to Cheneth’s dorm, she paused near Volth’s. Again, she sensed that he was not alone. She glanced at the sky, noting that the sun had barely begun to clear the trees. Not alone, and so early in the day.

      She sniffed. And here she thought he mourned Issa. Perhaps his mourning time was over.

      Who would it be? She thought of all the women in the barracks. Most were students, trainees who worked with some of the other hunters. When would he have found the time to meet them? Well, more than meet them? Hadn’t he been busy enough working with her?

      She shook away the question. It was not her concern. She could be responsible for seeing him trained, but other than that, it didn’t matter. The blasted man could do what he wanted.

      Reaching Cheneth’s dorm, she paused to sense whether he was there. Always before, she’d never felt anything unusual, but since learning of his abilities, at least since he no longer had to hide them from her, she had noticed that there was something like a void when she tried to detect his dorm. The harder she pushed, drawing on strength she really couldn’t spare, the less that void seemed to exist until it essentially disappeared.

      She raised her hand to knock, but the door swung open.

      Cheneth peeked his head out, saw her standing there, and pulled her quickly into the room. “Didn’t expect to see you today.”

      “What do you mean by expect?”

      Cheneth glanced at his desk and, with a flick of his wrist, the books that were spread open all flipped closed on a controlled gust of air. More controlled than she would have managed, even were she well.

      “What is it?” Cheneth asked.

      “Did you know that Calan went on a hunt?”

      Cheneth frowned. “He was to have brought you. I thought it would do you good to get away from the barracks for a while. And you might be able to soothe the draasin long enough to convince him that it had died.”

      “She.”

      Cheneth frowned.

      “The draasin. A female. And Cheneth said that he searched for me but didn’t find me, so he went by himself. And now he’s brought himself back a prize.”

      “What kind of prize?”

      “The kind that involves him carrying a damn draasin leg through the camp. It was one thing for him to take a talon. I could convince the draasin that they needed to suffer long enough for that. Most understood.” Alena still didn’t know why the draasin would simply allow it. Most of the draasin were strong enough and swift enough of wing that they could fly away. Calan might be able to give chase, but he was a shaper and his strength had limits. But the draasin never attempted to escape.

      Was that because she was there? Did they trust her and her connection?

      If that was the case, then how would Calan have managed to attack this draasin?

      “Yes, I agree this is more distasteful,” Cheneth said.

      “Distasteful? I won’t be able to stop him if he thinks to take an entire leg each time he hunts, Cheneth.”

      Cheneth pushed his glasses up onto his nose and frowned. “Why weren’t you with him?”

      “I don’t think that matters.”

      “It matters, Alena. There is a reason I have paired the two of you. Why weren’t you with him? Had you been there, Calan’s baser urges would not have been so… prevalent. I doubt very much he would have attempted to defile the draasin with you there.”

      “I’m not certain I would have managed to suppress him.”

      “You have more influence with him than you realize.” Cheneth sighed and took a seat on one of the hard wooden chairs he kept in his dorm.

      Alena glanced around before taking the other on the opposite side of his desk. She looked across at him, meeting his eyes.

      “Why else did you come for me?” Cheneth said. “You might have come because of Calan, but what was the reason you weren’t able to hunt with him?”

      “You know my situation.”

      “Yes. I understand that you perceive limitations. I also understand that you still are more capable than most. You would have found a way to travel with Calan had you known.”

      She sighed. Cheneth was right. She would have tried to find a way to go with him, but how much would that have cost her? Even small shapings weakened her. What would attempting to travel have required? And not only traveling, but then facing the draasin, trying to soothe her once they found her, and that’s if she could have been soothed.

      “Was she twisted?” Alena asked. When Cheneth didn’t answer, she pressed. “Did Tenebeth control her?”

      Cheneth closed his eyes before answering. “I don’t know.”

      Alena let out a frustrated sigh. “That’s the reason you wanted me to go. Damn you, Cheneth, but you could have said it.”

      “I could have. Would it have mattered?”

      “You wanted me to find another female.”

      “Finding an alternative would provide you with some protection. If you can coax another to hatch the egg…”

      Then she wouldn’t have to worry about first reaching the female she had in the forest. It might have worked. And now she wouldn’t know.

      She leaned back in the chair, feeling more tired than she had in days. How much longer would she be able to withstand the effect of the egg? Even now, she felt the way it pulled on her ability with fire, drawing on her from a distance, through the fortified stone of the pen, as if trying to drain every last ounce of fire from her.

      Something inside her resisted. Not her, she didn’t think. The resistance came from Volth, she suspected. It was because of him that she’d managed to survive as long as she had. When his ability failed?

      “Why did you come to me today?” Cheneth asked again.

      She took a deep breath and blinked. “The draasin.”

      “The draasin.”

      She nodded. “I’m… I’m trying to get through to the female. If I can, I might be able to convince her to help me with the egg.” With each passing day, that seemed less and less likely.

      Cheneth’s frown deepened. “You will do what you must. As will I.”

      Alena worried about what that meant. Would Cheneth make a move to go after the draasin egg? If he did, would she be able to stop him? The only protection she had now was that no one else was able to even handle the egg. If they attempted to touch it, they risked it doing the same to them as it had done to her, connecting to them and drawing their fire. If anyone would have a way around that, it would be Cheneth. And he might attempt to destroy the egg if he thought it meant saving her.

      “Did you know that there are different types of draasin?” she asked him.

      “There are only the draasin, Alena. They are different from the other elementals, but there is nothing else that is different about them.”

      “The female,” she began. “She shared with me that there are different types of draasin. Rens was not her homeland. That was another place, far across the sea. And she says there’s another home for the draasin to the north, in a land of ice and snow.”

      Cheneth pushed his glasses farther up on his nose. As usual, his face changed when he did, seeming to gain wrinkles and lose some of the intensity of his gaze, almost as if the glasses shielded him in some way. “She told you this?”

      “That, and something else. She claims she was summoned to Rens.”

      “Summoned? She used that term?”

      Alena shifted on the chair. It was almost as if the chair was made to be uncomfortable. At least it kept her awake. After spending the night lying next to the draasin after drifting to sleep, she was just as tired as she’d been before. The chair pressed against her back and her buttocks, preventing her from drifting off.

      “Summoned. That was what she said. But Cheneth, if there is someone who can summon the draasin, wouldn’t they be useful to this Tenebeth? Wouldn’t that put us in danger?”

      He glanced down at one of the books on his desk and flipped it open. “There are some with the ability to summon the draasin.”

      “You know of this?”

      He nodded. “I would not have thought a summoner responsible for this,” he said softly.

      “Do they speak to them?”

      “Not like you do, Alena. Your particular talent is unique enough, and rare enough, that few share it. But they are able to speak to them in a way, sending a sort of calling through the summons so that the elementals know they are needed.”

      “How is it you know this?”

      He met her eyes with a hard gaze. “Because they come from Hyaln.”
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        Tenebeth is real. His control over others is real. Are there those who think to control Tenebeth?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “What are you doing, Oliver?”

      Yanda studied him with a sour expression, her eyes darting around his room but always settling back on the slender rod Cheneth had given him. Oliver had shaped through it, practicing until he managed to get the engravings along the sides glowing. As Cheneth had suggested, it didn’t require much shaping skill at all, but with fire at least, it was the edge of his limits, almost beyond his skill.

      “I need to test this,” Oliver said. He didn’t know if Yanda had been compromised as well, but she was one of the senior healers and of high enough ranking in the guild that she would be a target as well. She was also his closest friend.

      “Tell me again what you think this will do? Because it looks to me like a weapon.”

      “Maybe it is, but the man who gave it to me said it can be used to protect myself and others.” That wasn’t exactly what Cheneth had claimed, but close enough that he figured it didn’t matter.

      Yanda eyed the device, shifting her robe. She was as petite and slender as Oliver was tall and fat. Quite unlike most healers in that. Water often attracted those with certain body types, though both Yanda and Jasn were not like him, and both were incredibly skilled shapers. “And this is some sort of spirit stick?”

      Oliver laughed, releasing some of the tension that he felt at practicing on Yanda. Spirit stick seemed as good a name for it as any. “That’s what I was told.”

      “I don’t like the idea of your trying it on—”

      He didn’t let her finish, shaping through the spirit stick. The marks began to glow, the shaping building, and Oliver pointed it in her direction. He didn’t know if he needed to aim the stick, but it seemed logical.

      As the shaping struck Yanda, an awareness of her filled him.

      He recognized her anxiety and the fear she felt with him pointing the stick in her direction. He detected her willingness to even let him attempt this because of the friendship they shared. There was more, but Oliver feared holding the connection any longer and released the shaping.

      Light in the marks on the stick fizzled out, fading to nothing.

      “Thanks for the warning,” Yanda said, glaring at him.

      Oliver stared at it. Balls! The damned thing worked.

      “You’re looking at it like you’ve found a new way to use water,” Yanda said.

      Oliver let out a soft whistle. “Not water, but maybe something better. Did it hurt?”

      Yanda shook her head. “I felt a warmth, but nothing else. Not unpleasant, only unexpected. Like I said, a warning would have been nice.”

      “Consider this your warning.”

      Oliver shaped through the spirit stick again. The device might limit him more than his own shaping ability. Fire was weakest to him, and he added that last, pushing it through the device.

      The marks on the side started to glow softly once more.

      When he pointed it at Yanda, he released the shaping. The release was easier this time, and he felt as if he could control it better. As before, he had a sudden awareness of her, a recognition of emotions he did not possess. This time, there was not the fear and trepidation he’d detected the first time. There was more curiosity and a hint of eagerness.

      He maintained the shaping, continuing to push it through the spirit stick.

      Emotions turned to something else. He had flickers of memories, but they were not his. He saw as Yanda must have seen, memories of coming to his room, of her time in the guild, and even deeper memories—the first time she had shaped water and when she had come to Atenas, scared and alone, worried she would not be able to learn…

      “Enough,” Yanda whispered.

      Oliver released the shaping.

      “You could feel what I did that time?”

      “I had memories I haven’t thought of in years,” she said softly. “It’s as if that dredged them up.”

      “I saw them,” Oliver said. “As if I were there.”

      Yanda blinked. “You saw them?”

      Oliver considered the spirit stick. Having possession of it was much more powerful than Cheneth had let on. And it was something he needed to fear losing possession of. If someone else used this, or understood what it could do…

      “Let me try it,” Yanda asked.

      Were it any other person than her, he would not. But he trusted her as she had trusted him.

      She held it, rubbing the pad of her thumb over the etchings along the side. “Do you think these give it the power?”

      “I don’t know what they do. I think them similar to what others do with their swords.”

      The Guild of Healers didn’t use swords. Those from the order each had one—they were of the order after all—but none in the guild ever carried theirs.

      “You said you shape through it?”

      “Each element. You don’t need much.”

      Yana smiled. “Probably good for you,” she said with a laugh.

      Her shaping built. As a water shaper, he was naturally attuned to other shapings, but as the head of the guild, he was even more so. He wondered what would have happened had he not noticed that the Seat attempted to shape him. Perhaps that was why they had gone after him first.

      The patterns on the side of the spirit stick began to glow.

      “Now what?” Yanda asked.

      “I pointed it at you, but I don’t know if that matters. It’s not really all that different than any other shaping, only that you need to direct it through the stick first and then to your target.”

      He could tell when she released the shaping.

      Warmth washed over him. As she had said, it was not an unpleasant sensation, but one whose effects he could feel. It would not be something he could hide, even if he knew how.

      Yanda sucked in a breath. “You’re afraid.”

      “You would be too if you had been called before the Seat and they tried to shape you.”

      The memory came into focus, almost as if he were reliving it. He saw the faces of the council as they stared at them, could once again feel the pressure of their shaping as they attempted to reach him. In the memory, he could shift his attention and saw the way that Margo watched him, the pattern that she drummed with her fingers on the table…

      Then it faded. His thoughts drifted back to the first time he saw Volth, and the raw power the man possessed. They were both younger then, and Volth still new to Atenas but willing to learn, eager to learn, and not the hardened soldier who had come to him recently. Oliver remembered the way he had asked Jasn if he wanted to learn of water and the way water could be used to heal and help. That Jasn Volth had a light of excitement in his eyes, not the drawn darkness, the anger he had seen…

      The next memory was of Oliver’s arrival in Atenas. How many years ago had that been? More than thirty? Enough that Oliver no longer thought about it, but the city had been different at that time, simpler in some ways, a place before the war. The warriors who taught had welcomed him, but they had required hard work and diligence. Oliver had come to water soonest, which he had known he would. Water sensing had come to him from an early age, a time before he had felt welcomed, back when his parents…

      “Enough,” he said.

      The shaping eased and then faded, and Oliver was taken out of the memories.

      Stars, but the thing was powerful.

      Yanda passed the stick back over to him, and he tucked it into his pocket, feeling guilty about the fact that he possessed it at all. Something with the ability to force people to have memories could not only be useful to understand what the Seat might be after, but dangerous as well.

      “I saw your memories,” Yanda said. “It was like I was there, like I was looking through your eyes. How is that possible?”

      Oliver took a steadying breath. Getting back to those earliest memories of when he had come to Atenas was painful. His time in the city had not always been happy, or easy, but more so than before he had come here. More than anything, that was the reason he had to stay and had to do what he could to determine if there was something more taking place with the order.

      “I didn’t think it was possible. But this,” he said, patting his pocket, “this makes it possible.”

      “You said this came from a man you knew?”

      He hated that he had to deceive Yanda about it, but he didn’t want to expose Cheneth. “A scholar named Eldridge.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “The bishop.”

      “I’m not so sure he appreciates that title.”

      Yanda laughed softly. “He’s earned it, don’t you think? That would be like you not wanting to be called Master Bestrun.”

      “Eldridge is… Well, he’s different.”

      And that was the reason he had departed Atenas. Part of it. Eldridge had always been an eager learner, but when he received the promotions Oliver had thought he wanted, something had changed in his friend, and he had departed the city. For a man who could have risen high within the college, Eldridge chose a different route.

      “And he gave this to you because of the memory that I saw? The one with you in front of the Seat?”

      Oliver nodded. “That’s why he gave it to me. He thought it important for me to be able to defend myself if needed. And I think he wanted to know the extent of the change to the council.”

      “You will do this? You will try to determine what happened?” When he nodded, she tapped him hard on the chest. She might be small, but she wasn’t weak. “You will be careful, Oliver Bestrun.”

      “I won’t put the guild in danger.”

      “It’s not the guild that I fear for,” she said. “The guild is a part of the order, but we’re old enough that we won’t fall simply because the order demands it of us. No, what I worry about is you. If you do this, make certain that you’re safe. If that memory I saw was true—”

      “It was.”

      “—then you need to be careful.”

      Oliver forced a smile and created a shaping that obscured his face, making him appear more like a reflection of Yanda. After seeing Cheneth create the shaping, he had practiced with that as well. He couldn’t modify his height, and he still didn’t know what to do about his girth—both of which identified him nearly as well as his face—but he could hide his face now and maintain the shaping with barely more than a trickle of water. He couldn’t hide the shaping, not like Cheneth had demonstrated, but with all the shaping that took place within the tower, that might not be necessary.

      “I can be careful,” he said, releasing the shaping.

      “That… that might just be useful,” Yanda said. “But you’ll have to keep working on it. No one will ever believe I’m quite that tall.”

      He laughed. If he was going to do this, at least he had Yanda on his side.
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        I continue to ponder the problem of Atenas. If the order is compromised, I must assume the commander a part of it. I do not think Volth involved, but his connection to water has prevented me from knowing with certainty.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara snuck into the woods, making her way carefully toward the spot she remembered finding the draasin pen. She had waited a day, but something she’d overheard Cheneth say had stuck with her. Was it possible she could learn to summon the draasin while it was there with her?

      After what had happened the last time she attempted a summons, she wasn’t sure she wanted to try, but she had to. How else would she learn what she needed? And she suspected the comment had been intended for her.

      Finding the clearing proved more difficult than she expected, almost as if there was something that prevented her from reaching it. The illusion had prevented her from even seeing the draasin the last time. She wouldn’t be too surprised if there was something else that kept her from it.

      With a frustrated sigh, she stopped between a pair of trees and leaned on her j’na. In Ter, she had used the spear as more of a walking stick than any sort of weapon. The only time she had needed her spear—really needed it—had been when Tenebeth had attacked, and then she had fallen where she couldn’t reach it, leaving it essentially useless.

      How could she find the draasin if the way was obscured? Jasn Volth had managed to find her, but then he had skill with water that she had never witnessed before. Could she use something similar?

      Ciara knew the way the draasin felt to her water sensing. There was heat to draasin blood, a powerful pulsing within their veins. Could she listen for that?

      She closed her eyes and focused. Keeping her eyes closed did nothing to increase her sensitivity to water, but it did help keep her mind off distractions. Water pressed all around, overwhelming her in some ways. When in Rens, she had to search throughout deserts and rock to find any sign of moisture. Here, it was everywhere.

      First, she focused on her own heartbeat. That was the easiest to detect.

      It pulsed steadily, slower than it had while in Rens—probably related to the fact that she drank as often as she did. From there, Ciara reached for the other source of water that she knew well, the stream that cut through the mountains before spilling out into a small pond near the camp, where many of the Ter shapers bathed. And then drank from the same water. Learning that, she always made a point of going upstream to collect water. With the stream, she thought she knew where she had gone with Jasn Volth but wasn’t certain. She traced along, using the trees and the moisture that flowed through them, enough water to sustain her village for days. She tracked that, searching first for the edge of the clearing.

      She found it.

      Ciara raced forward, holding the image of the clearing in her mind, letting her ability with water guide her as she went. Even so, something attempted to distract her and push her away, but she held on, forcing herself to stay focused.

      Then she reached the edge of the trees.

      The clearing seemed different than before. There remained the stink of heat mixed with the fresh scent of earth and grass, but there was something else here as well that reminded her of one of the lizards in Rens, too stupid to crawl off the rocks in the daytime, left rotting in the sun.

      Ciara paused and raised her j’na as she entered the clearing.

      When she stepped past the illusion, the cold sense washed over her again.

      She tensed, readying for whatever she might find.

      But there was only the draasin, still curled along the stone building. She looked up as Ciara approached, and her tail flicked slightly, but then she rested her head on the ground once more.

      Standing in the presence of the draasin, she wondered what she was doing. Did she really intend to reach the creature? If the summons worked, how would she even know?

      Maybe all she needed to do was attempt the summoning.

      Ciara took a deep breath. The first step. That was what she needed to take. Then the pattern would take over, and each step would follow almost on its own.

      But would she be able to summon the draasin while it lay here? And if it went wrong, would she be the reason that Tenebeth attacked again? He already had claimed the draasin once; if she brought his attention back to the draasin, or even to herself, there would be nothing she could do to oppose him.

      Ciara pushed the doubt away.

      She took a step and jabbed her j’na to the ground.

      Even as soft as the ground was, there still came a sharp crack.

      The draasin lifted her head.

      Ciara took another step. Crack. Step.

      The pattern fell into place in her mind. The steps began to come, one after another, each one easier than the last. The j’na hit the ground, the sound muted but still loud.

      As she moved, she watched the draasin. If the elemental attacked, there might be little that Ciara could do to avoid it, but she had to try the summoning.

      The draasin shifted. First, she drew in her legs and then pulled her tail around her.

      Ciara paused.

      The draasin turned her eyes toward her and Ciara felt for a moment as if she knew what the draasin was thinking. The moment passed.

      She took another step. Crack. And another.

      The j’na seemed to jump from her hand, and the draasin glass on the end caught the light, sending it out around her in a brilliant display.

      It hadn’t done that with other summons she’d completed, had it?

      Ciara couldn’t remember, and she didn’t want to risk stopping, not now when the pattern was so fresh in her mind.

      Step. Crack. Step.

      Light burst from the draasin glass.

      As it did, she felt something behind her.

      Ciara feared turning and disrupting the pattern, but the draasin snorted fire.

      Spinning, she saw a man dressed all in black near the edge of the illusion. Not only his clothing but his skin, as if it had been burned. Even his eyes were black.

      Ciara recognized him. The rider.

      He’d died… hadn’t he?

      “You will not have her!” Ciara said.

      The man took a step forward. Power built from him. Dark power. That of Tenebeth.

      Fear formed in her belly and worked like a cold vise around her insides.

      The draasin snorted again and the man smiled.

      Tenebeth had come to reclaim the draasin.

      The man walked past her, ignoring Ciara completely, and reached a hand toward the draasin. The great fire elemental tried moving back, but her eyes clouded. If Ciara did nothing, Tenebeth would have this draasin.

      Ciara couldn’t let him. She wouldn’t let him.

      She snapped the j’na to the ground. Light surged again from the draasin-glass tip of her spear.

      The man glanced over. His eyes widened as they took in the sight of the spear, then settled on the draasin glass.

      Ciara lunged toward him. Pressure built around her as if some sort of resistance attempted to restrain her, but she fought against it, slicing through it with her j’na. The spear reached the man, and he pressed his hands together, forcing what looked to be a cloud of darkness from his palms.

      Ciara pressed, but the darkness gradually began to overwhelm the light coming from her j’na. Without having a way to bring it back, she would fail.

      The man smiled. “You could be impressive. I understand why he wants you too.”

      Ciara clenched her jaw. “I will never go to Tenebeth.”

      “That’s between you and him. I’m here for her.”

      Ciara did the only thing she could think of. She slashed with the j’na, freeing it from the dark cloud erupting from his hands, and spun. She brought the end of the spear around, connecting with the man’s back and sending him staggering forward.

      She slammed the end of the j’na into the ground. Crack. Light exploded from the end once more. She stabbed toward him, and again he brought his hands together, cupping darkness.

      The smile faded from his face and he pushed with more intensity. “Fine. I will deal with you first. This will not be pleasant for you, but once you’re his, very little will be pleasant for you.”

      The power he pushed overwhelmed the brief brightening of the j’na.

      Ciara stepped back. Her shoulder butted against something sharp and hot. The draasin.

      She didn’t dare turn, but if Tenebeth claimed the draasin again, if he managed to twist her once more, there might not be anything Ciara could do. She was no shaper. She was only nya’shin.

      Not only nya’shin.

      The lizard’s voice burst into her mind.

      Where have you been?

      You must fight. You must push back the darkness.

      It was similar to what the lizard had said to her when she first met it. Now that she understood exactly what darkness the lizard meant, she wasn’t sure there was anything she could do.

      You are stronger than you know. The power comes from you, not the staff. Focus, ala’shin.

      Ala’shin. That was a title her father claimed, but she was not ala’shin. The Stormbringer knew she was barely nya’shin.

      The draasin snorted again. Flames moved dangerously close to her.

      The man continued to press. Darkness flowed from him, swirling out and around him.

      Ciara had only her j’na against a man who could channel the darkness of Tenebeth. Doubt crept through her. What had she been thinking in coming here? What did she think she could do to summon the draasin? Now that Tenebeth had come for the draasin, what did Ciara really think she could do to oppose him?

      You must fight, ala’shin.

      The lizard’s voice came more distantly, as if it struggled to reach her through the shroud created by Tenebeth’s servant.

      Was that the reason the lizard hadn’t reached her before? Had Tenebeth done something to obstruct it?

      Ciara strained for the sense of the lizard, but it was gone.

      All that remained was the overwhelming darkness flowing from this man.

      Her j’na was useless. Her arms grew heavy, and a voice inside her—her father’s? her mother’s?—told her she should lower them.

      Doing so meant that Tenebeth won.

      He had never won with her. He would not win with her.

      Stabbing forward, she struck with the spear, slicing at the man.

      The darkness parted around the draasin glass of the j’na.

      Could that be the key?

      Other nya’shin made their j’na with osidan, but she had not managed to find the stone and had affixed a draasin-glass tip to hers. The draasin glass had served her well, but it was not a traditional j’na. Did that matter?

      The draasin snorted fire; this time, Ciara felt it burning along her back and sides.

      She spun again, dropping the tip of the j’na. The man grunted as if in triumph. She touched the draasin glass to the draasin’s flames. It began to glow. First a faint red, then brighter orange, and then even brighter still.

      Ciara jabbed the end into the ground and slid forward a step. Crack.

      The light from the end burst even brighter.

      Step. Crack.

      The draasin glass glowed almost blue now.

      The shadows around the man parted.

      Step. Crack. Jab.

      This time, she sliced toward him as she weaved around the man in her pattern. The shadows slipped past her, as if the light burning from the tip of the draasin glass scorched them away.

      Step. Crack. Jab.

      The darkness faded. Now the man was visible again.

      Step. Crack. Jab.

      The spear came close to his face, forcing him to duck. He pressed his hands together, bringing darkness between them again, but Ciara had moved forward again, continuing the pattern around him.

      Step. Crack.

      She sliced, swinging the j’na in a sharp arc upward.

      The man caught it with the darkness.

      Ciara stepped. Crack. Then she swung the j’na again, bringing it toward his face.

      Again, he caught the end, but it had gotten closer to him.

      Step.

      As she brought the end of the j’na down, he lunged, toppling onto her and driving her to the ground.

      His weight pressed upon her. His body was cold, too cold for anything alive. One hand pressed on her neck, and the inky black, darker than night, crept from the fingertips of the other.

      Ciara tried breathing but couldn’t. She tried throwing him off, but he outweighed her. Her hand found the shaft of her spear, but she couldn’t move it. One of the man’s legs pinned her arm down.

      “I will claim you for him,” he breathed. His breath stank, reminding her of what she’d noted when she first came to the clearing. “And then I will reclaim the draasin.”

      The darkness surged from him.

      Ciara could do nothing more than watch as tendrils of it crept from his fingers, coalescing in his palm. She fought, kicking and trying to free the arm holding the j’na, but she couldn’t move it.

      Her vision began to cloud from lack of air.

      Ciara brought a leg up, trying to pry the man off her, but it did nothing.

      Nobelas, please…

      Could the lizard hear her? Would it even answer?

      Her vision began to fade completely. Another moment and she would be unconscious, and then this man—and Tenebeth—would win.

      Nobelas…

      There was a gasp, and the weight on her released.

      Ciara took a harsh breath and rolled to her side, ready to swing her j’na. Had the lizard finally come to help her? Stormbringer, but would it really have let her nearly die before intervening?

      The lizard was nowhere to be seen. The dark man lay in a heap a dozen paces from her, still breathing but not moving. The draasin stood over her, the elemental’s long tail touching the ground.

      The draasin lowered her head to Ciara and waited.

      Ciara rubbed her neck, struggling to understand but knowing one thing: the summons must finally have worked.
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        The draasin egg poses a real problem. Without Alena, we have no connection to the draasin. I could search for the wise, but Olina would not share anything more with me than she has. The wise left Hyaln long ago, and for reasons only they would know.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara stood with her hand out to the draasin, her j’na gripped in her other hand. The only other time she had summoned the draasin, she had done so with her father’s help. Then he had been there to guide her, to suggest what she needed to do once the draasin answered the summons. This time, with the draasin bowing her neck, waiting… Ciara suspected what she needed to do but wasn’t sure that she wanted to. If she rode the draasin and went with it, where would it take her this time?

      The man groaned and started to move.

      The draasin tapped her tail on the ground and nudged Ciara, reminding her of the lizard when it had pushed her her.

      That settled it for her.

      She climbed onto the draasin’s back, using the long, hot spikes protruding from her scaled sides to climb on. The draasin lifted her head and Ciara was forced down, sitting abruptly. With a thrust of wings, the draasin leapt to the air.

      Thunder echoed.

      She leaned over the side of the draasin and saw the dark shaper following.

      “Hurry!” Ciara urged.

      The draasin snorted fire and streaked off, moving faster than Ciara had ever seen the creatures fly. Mist streamed over the draasin’s head where cool air touched the heat of her body. Ciara glanced back and saw the dark shaper hovering in the air, darkness converging again between his hands.

      She pointed her j’na at him.

      It made him pause and gave the draasin the chance to streak onward, finally putting distance between them.

      Ciara leaned back against the draasin and let out a long sigh. “Now what?”

      The draasin twisted her head around. A bright golden eye met Ciara’s, and there was something like an image that passed between them. Ciara saw fields of green and massive mountains and water. Not Ter. That much was clear.

      The connection was nothing like what she shared with the lizard, but could she use it to show the draasin where she wanted to go? Was there anything she could do to guide the draasin?

      Where would she go?

      The answer came quickly, and with it an image of Rens and her home flashed into her mind. The draasin snorted, then banked and soared.

      The flight went quickly.

      Ciara felt the wind gusting around her and the strange mist billowing past. The longer that they flew, the warmer the air became, soon taking on a familiar scent. Dry. Hot. And so distinctly Rens.

      The draasin circled and then began to descend. As she did, heat rose up from the ground like a haze, and they passed through thick, dark clouds. Could they have come during one of the great storms?

      Wind whipped around her and dust filled her mouth. Ciara wished for her elouf and wished she had her sandals rather than the heavy Terran boots.

      A shout rang out.

      The village spread out below her. There was the tower of rock she’d attempted to climb, still needing Fas to help her reach the peak, and the entrance to the caves, and there was Nisa Point, where she had first summoned a draasin and had left home.

      How had she reached here so quickly?

      Ciara looked to the ground and saw Valash pointing. The old man had a stooped back, but he’d once been a strong man, and he served as one of the Stormcallers. A smaller person, one she didn’t recognize, went racing across the ground.

      The draasin settled and swung her tail as she lowered her head.

      “Will you wait?” she asked. The last time she’d summoned the draasin, the elemental had taken off before she had managed to learn where she was and what she was doing. If it happened again, she would remain in her village.

      Would that be so bad?

      Her father could answer some of the questions she had. She needed him to provide those answers. But would she be able to understand what it meant that Cheneth was enlightened? Would she learn how to continue her summons? When she’d been with him the last time, he seemed to indicate that he understood what she could do. If he understood, it was possible he could teach her about it, wasn’t it?

      That was what she really wanted. She wanted to understand what it was that she did when she summoned the elementals. Would there ever come a time when she would have control, when she would be able to summon what and when she wanted? Or would she always have this uncertainty, this inconsistency?

      For those questions, her father might know, but would he know the answers to all her questions? Would he be able to tell her about nobelas and what it meant that she could speak to the lizard, or why the Hyaln seemed so intrigued by that fact?

      Ciara didn’t know.

      But she would ask. Until she had answers, she didn’t want the draasin to depart. She wanted her to remain.

      The draasin snorted. An image of the village came to her, but from a distance.

      That would have to do.

      Ciara jumped down and the draasin took to the sky, where she settled into wide circle.

      Ciara held on to her j’na and started toward the village, thinking about how long it had been since she’d really been here. When she’d ventured across the waste, she’d been gone for nearly two weeks. And now… now it had to have been a month or more.

      All that time, and she still knew her people needed help. Those who had been taken—and possibly by others twisted by Tenebeth—were still gone. Was there anything she could even do?

      When her father approached, he did so slowly, leaning on his j’na more than he had the last time she had seen him. His weathered eyes squinted against the sun, and he pulled his elouf around him, stopping about a dozen paces from her.

      “Why are you here, shaper of Ter?”

      Ciara blinked. Could he really not recognize her?

      As she looked down, she realized that with the clothing she wore, her boots, and who knew what other changes she’d experienced, it was possible he didn’t recognize her.

      She brought her j’na before her and set it into the ground. It struck with a loud crack. Light flashed from the draasin-glass end.

      “Father,” she said.

      He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Ciara? Is that you?”

      She took a step toward him but he raised his j’na. She stopped. “It’s me, Father.”

      His gaze turned skyward, where he looked at the draasin soaring beneath the dark sky. Thunder rumbled somewhere nearby, and she shivered. Somehow, the image of the village drifted into her mind, complete with her father standing across from her, as well as others she hadn’t seen circling her.

      With a sense of dread, she wondered if she had made a mistake. If others in the village had been taken, would the attackers have returned? She had landed with the draasin, thinking she would be safe in her village, but what if that had been the mistake?

      Using water, she strained with her sensing, discovering those circling her. A sense of relief washed over her as she realized they were all villagers, not unnamed attackers. Most were too old or too young to hold a spear, but one of them… one of them she recognized more strongly.

      “Fas,” she whispered.

      The last time she had seen him, he had nearly died, jumping from the rock. He had been healed. Somehow. She still didn’t understand what had happened there, only that whatever pattern she had used, different than summoning the draasin, had healed him. At least that’s what her father had said.

      What if that wasn’t what happened at all?

      What if Fas remained tainted?

      She didn’t doubt that Tenebeth had been the reason he was tainted in the first place. He must have claimed Fas when they were near the waste, before Fas had returned to the village. Or maybe it was when he’d been injured, leaving him exposed. Tenebeth had tried to come for her twice when she’d been hurt, but not at other times.

      “How?” her father asked, pulling his attention from the sky and back to her. “And why have you come now?”

      “You told me to go with the draasin. I did. I learned of Hyaln. I met Olina. And I have fought Tenebeth.”

      Her father set his j’na to the ground with a sick sound. As he did, she realized that a shadow swirled around it.

      Tenebeth.

      Had he returned while she was gone?

      With a jolt, she sent an image to the draasin for help. The draasin circled and started toward the ground, but not fast enough.

      Others started to converge upon her.

      Ciara couldn’t fight. She wouldn’t fight. These were her people.

      But Tenebeth had claimed them. The closer they came, the more certain of it she was. She could feel it around them, the same way she had felt it around the shaper who had attacked and nearly killed her.

      As they closed in, she knew there was nothing she could do. She had returned home only to be destroyed.
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        There is only so much that I can teach of the summons, but with Ciara, the summons comes naturally to her, much like it once did to her people. In another time, she would have risen to ala’shin, but in another time, she would already have been sent to Hyaln.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Oliver waited in the brightly lit hall, holding the shaping that obscured him. Wind gusted through an open window, pulling on his cloak. The lanterns in this part of the tower were all shaped, and the light didn’t change with the sudden draft. Were it up to him, he would close the windows and keep the chill out, but this was not his part of the tower.

      In the past few days, he had mastered not only holding the shaping over his face but had managed to modify the rest of his body as well. As long as someone didn’t touch him, he could maintain the illusion.

      The door opened and Hester stepped out. His eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      Oliver held his breath, steadying his heart at the same time. This would be the first real test of his shaping. If this worked and he could remain close enough to Hester, he would attempt to use the spirit stick on him.

      He didn’t know what he would see when he did. He’d practiced with that as well, trying it on some of the newer students in Atenas. Most were still unsettled by the new surroundings and clinging to memories of home, and each time he used the shaping he found a new trick. The most recent was discovering that he didn’t need to even touch the spirit stick to make it work.

      “Marak asked that I come to you, sir,” Oliver said, pitching his voice like the novice he was supposed to be. If Hester saw through the shaping, Oliver would find out now.

      “That was weeks ago. I haven’t heard anything from him in all that time.”

      Oliver waited. A novice wouldn’t speak again and certainly wouldn’t risk speaking up against one of the masters.

      “Fine. You can come in, but I’m in the middle of a project and you’ll have to wait.”

      Hester stepped into the room, disappearing.

      Oliver smiled. At least Hester still offered to teach. Few of the council did anymore, making Hester’s willingness unique. Oliver had counted on the fact that he would be available. He had always shown an interest in teaching, dating back to the time when Oliver still struggled to reach the last of the elements.

      He waited in the corner of the room, holding his hands at his sides. The stance was an awkward one for him, but he didn’t want to draw any more attention to himself than was necessary.

      Hester sat at his desk, making a few quick notes, ignoring the fact that Oliver was even there. Through his robe, he touched the spirit stick, debating whether to attempt to use it on Hester now or if he should wait.

      In his time since escaping from the Seat, he hadn’t come across any of the council members. Oliver suspected they knew he had remained in the tower, but none had come after him. That should have given him a warning that there was more going on than even he realized. But he had decided he could no longer wait to find out what he needed. If there was anything to Cheneth’s fears, he needed to discover what it might be.

      Hester paused and Oliver wondered if he was going to get up, but then he turned back to the page.

      Now was the time. It had to be.

      He glanced at the door. If he needed to get free, he would have to reach the door quickly. He tried to gauge the distance to freedom and counted the steps he would have to take. Maybe ten if he hurried. Could he reach it and get down the stairs if the shaping went awry?

      Hester stood.

      Damn. He’d waited too long. Now he either needed to attempt the shaping or wait for a better time. He had expected Hester to take longer with his work before getting around to him. That would be more in line with what Oliver knew of his patterns.

      “Marak sent you for what type of training?” Hester asked.

      He was only a few paces away. A shaping built from him, but Oliver didn’t dare try to determine its intent.

      The rod in his pocket went cold.

      Was Hester attempting some sort of spirit shaping? Cheneth had claimed that the rod would keep him safe, but he hadn’t expected any of the council to be able to use spirit.

      Hester’s eyes narrowed slightly.

      Damn! He had to act now.

      Pulling on the shaping, Oliver forced it through the spirit stick and upon Hester.

      The shaping settled with resistance.

      Oliver pulled on more shaped strength, but mostly on water.

      Through the shaping, he detected irritation. Anger. A flash of hatred. Emotions he would never have expected to come from Hester.

      Oliver pushed again.

      Deeper.

      Memories started to drift to the surface. Seeing the tower for the first time, the way the city looked to him, the sense of filth spread all around, the hated people…

      Oliver blinked. He’d gone too deep.

      There was the memory of steps made through the tower. Of seeing a man, knowing who he was, watching him turn.

      Oliver lost the shaping.

      This man was not Hester.

      “You killed him.”

      Hester, or whoever he was, took a step forward, but Oliver released his illusion and pushed back with water.

      “Interesting. I had not known that you would have mastered such skill here. You will be an interesting one to study.”

      The rod went cold again. Oliver felt something attempting to crawl in his mind.

      Cheneth had warned him that a strong shaper could overwhelm his ability. He hadn’t expected Hester to be the one to do so. If the imposter managed to complete the shaping, Oliver didn’t know what would happen to him. Maybe nothing, but he wasn’t about to risk it.

      Using the sharp edge of water, he sliced through the shaping, driving that wedge through to block this Hester from reaching his ability, praying briefly that he was strong enough to make the shaping work.

      When Hester’s eyes widened, Oliver knew it had. Then a shaped illusion failed, and a dark-skinned man stared at him.

      The man darted forward, a knife appearing in his hand, likely the same knife he’d seen in his vision, the same knife “Hester” had used to kill the real councilor.

      He didn’t have much time.

      Using water, he constricted Hester’s heart, reducing blood flow.

      Oliver was a healer, but there was a fine line between life and death. Knowing where one ended and the other began gave him the ability to stop Hester, at least for now.

      He dropped.

      Oliver held on to him, keeping the flow of blood through his heart reduced to a trickle. It was enough to make him lose consciousness, but not enough to kill him.

      He didn’t want to kill the man. That might be necessary, but he wasn’t a soldier and wasn’t sure that he would be able to do that even if it was necessary. But he had questions. And they could only be answered with the imposter awake.
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        A rider has returned. This is unexpected.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      You know what you must do.

      The voice of the lizard drifted into her mind with such clarity and such volume that Ciara almost needed to grab her head to press it out.

      I can’t hurt my people.

      You must heal them, ala’shin.

      But I’m not ala’shin.

      Then you will fail.

      To her left, Fas approached. His eyes had changed color, taking on the darkness that she understood to be Tenebeth. Others approaching had the same. It was her father who troubled her the most. Hadn’t she learned that he had trained to resist Tenebeth? What had happened to him that he would fail?

      His j’na rose and came toward the earth slowly.

      A part of Ciara knew that if he managed to connect, darkness would stream from the j’na much like it had streamed from the shaper who had attacked her.

      Without thinking about it, she took a step and sent her j’na to the ground. Snap.

      The sound rang out. The people—her people—converging on her slowed.

      She didn’t want to hurt them, but if they reached her before the draasin, she ran the same risk as when the shaper had attacked. Of those drawing near, only Fas and her father could shape, but that didn’t mean the rest of them weren’t dangerous, especially as she had no interest in harming them.

      Another step. Snap.

      The draasin-glass tip surged with color, but this time it was a bluish-white light. Immediately, the light began flowing from the end of her spear. Clouds parted over her and fingers of light streaked through.

      Ciara hurried forward, suddenly understanding what this pattern did. It would not harm her people, but if she managed to work it successfully, and if it were bright enough, she might be able to burn the effect from them. Tenebeth had not bothered them here before, so could she scare him away?

      Three more steps. With each one, the clouds parted more. Now she was bathed in a bright shaft of sunlight. It beat on her back, shining hot overhead. If it was going to happen anytime, it would have to be now, under the light of the sun and before Tenebeth managed to pull the clouds together again.

      Someone lunged.

      Ciara danced away, tapping her j’na.

      Another person tried reaching her.

      Again she danced, this time barely avoiding capture.

      More steps, each accentuated by a loud snap.

      Light poured from the end of her j’na.

      Someone grabbed one of her feet. Another hand reached for her arm, but thankfully it wasn’t the arm holding the j’na.

      The draasin roared overhead.

      Flames spilled through the remaining clouds, parting them, but the draasin herself cast shade upon the ground.

      Ciara slammed the j’na once more, this time with as much force as she could.

      With a massive crack, something akin to thunder exploded from the end of her spear. There was a flash of light so bright that she was forced to close her eyes. Even the draasin took to the sky, climbing back into the air once more.

      The pressure on her leg eased, as did that on her arm.

      “Ciara?”

      Her father’s voice pierced the confusion around her, the familiar warmth back in his voice.

      “Father,” she said, going to him. He stood alone, with nearly two dozen others nearby blinking slowly, as if clearing sleep from their eyes. His j’na rested against him, and she noted that the shaft of the spear had blackened, leaving the shapes that he’d once carved into the side obscured. Would he even be able to use it anymore, or had the attack damaged it permanently?

      “How is it… how did you?”

      She wished she had more of an ability to know whether Tenebeth still influenced him, but maybe it was enough that her father seemed happy to see her.

      As the draasin’s shadow drifted overhead, his gaze went to it. Ciara watched, waiting, but there was nothing more to his eyes than the usual brightness. When he turned his attention back to her, a troubled expression passed over his face.

      “What happened here?” she asked softly. She moved so that she could keep not only her father in view, but the others as well. If she were attacked again, she wasn’t sure she could stop them or if she could even repeat the pattern she’d just done, but she wanted a warning, if nothing else.

      Fas stood outside the circle of others. Once a strong man, the weeks that she’d been away had changed him, lessening him in many ways. His face had a gaunt quality to it that it hadn’t before, with his eyes nothing more than dark hollows. The strength that he’d carried himself with had faded, leaving him like bones beneath his elouf. He glanced at her but pulled his eyes away quickly, unwilling to meet her gaze for long.

      “What happened?” her father said. He seemed like the others, as if in a daze, slow to respond. “I don’t know what happened. Darkness touched my heart and my mind. I can… I can feel it there, the remnants of it.”

      “Is it still there?” Ciara asked. If Tenebeth still tainted him…

      “I don’t think so, but… but I don’t know how it reached me. I should have been protected.”

      “Because you studied in Hyaln.”

      “Not there, but taught by one who did.”

      Who would that have been? “I met Olina. The draasin that we summoned took me to her.” She had thought the draasin had taken her to some random place, but the elemental must have known where she needed to go and what she needed to learn.

      “I do not know Olina.”

      “One of the wise of Hyaln.”

      He nodded. “The wise. You would be better served studying with one of the enlightened.”

      “I am.” When he frowned, she explained, “She sent me to Ter. To a man named Cheneth.”

      “Cheneth.” He repeated the name in such a way that she knew he recognized it. “And he taught you to call the draasin.”

      “He’s taught me nothing. He won’t work with me. I’m left in the mountains, repeating different patterns, and with each one I summon something different, never the same elemental twice.” The frustration she’d been feeling bubbled up from deep within her. Had Cheneth actually taught her, she might have reached the draasin sooner. Maybe before she had been attacked by the shaper. Instead, Ciara was lucky to have escaped.

      “Nothing. I would say that you have learned more than nothing, Ciara S’shala. If you can summon more than one of the great elementals, then you need to continue your studies.”

      “I’m needed here. I need to help my people.”

      Her father smiled at her sadly. “You have, Ciara. Without you, we would have remained under his touch. We’re free now. You have done more than I could have hoped.” He sighed. “Share our water. Sit by our fire. Then you must continue to learn, because what attacked us here is greater than our small village. Greater than all Rens.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The fire crackled inside the cave, giving off a steady warmth that pushed back the growing chill of the night. With the Ter cloak she wore, Ciara found herself not needing the heat of the fire, not as she once would have. The bowl of fella-leaf stew that she ate had a familiar taste, mostly leaves with only a hint of water added. She brought it to her nose and inhaled deeply.

      Voices bounced softly off the cavern walls, a familiar sound. In the village, you were never really alone. Even the curtain separating her father’s space from others did not do much more than mute the sounds.

      “It was Fas, wasn’t it?” she asked her father when he finally settled onto the thick shepa hide next to her. “He brought it into the village when he returned.”

      “I didn’t think so,” he said. “But now? Now I don’t know, Ciara. With the darkness…”

      She didn’t need her father to confirm it for her. She had seen the darkness in his eyes and the change that had come over him. But why would Fas grow weaker while the shaper grew stronger? He could shape water, so why was he not affected the same way?

      “It was Fas,” she said.

      “You’re probably right.” He stared blankly at the fire for a moment, as if still trying to clear the effects of Tenebeth from his mind. With a shudder, he turned away. “We haven’t seen fire… or the sun… since you left.”

      “I didn’t know that mattered.”

      “We know so little about what matters. Darkness is a force unlike any other.”

      “Where did he come from? Why attack now?”

      “I think you’re asking the wrong person, Ciara. Cheneth might know.”

      Ciara didn’t think even Cheneth knew why Tenebeth attacked now. Did the elementals?

      If she could ever consistently reach nobelas, she would have to ask.

      “What is nobelas, Father?”

      He pulled his gaze from the fire. “Nobelas?”

      His tone answered the question for her. He didn’t know.

      “Nothing. I thought that maybe…”

      “I’m not enlightened, Ciara. Stormbringer, I’m not even one of the wise.”

      “If you didn’t study in Hyaln, how is it that you know about these things?”

      Her father sighed. “I didn’t grow up in the village. When I was younger, I knew a different home.”

      “You said you were pushed away from your home by the attack.”

      “The attack. Yes. It sent me away, and many others. A city near the border, one where we didn’t have to suffer for want of water. So different than the life we lead now. But this is peaceful in its own way.” He sighed again. “A man came to the city as it fell to Ter, searching for those with particular skills. These would save our people, he claimed. The people of Rens would be needed, if only we were willing to listen and learn and forgo the homes we knew.” His eyes went distant as he stared into the fire. “He taught me my first pattern, a way to summon power, to call the draasin. There were others, all of them taught to do the same. This man named us ala’shin and told us we would need to train others.”

      Her father took a deep breath. “Others. I tried teaching others, but none were able to master the patterns. Over time, it no longer mattered. We settled here, and the Ter attacks eased until they were no more.”

      “The nya’shin. That’s who you tried to train?”

      He nodded. “Out here, ability with water was prized. The other villages focused on it as well, and the nya’shin became the seekers. We have survived here, Ciara.”

      “Maybe survived, but not lived.”

      “What is life when Ter attacks? What is it when draasin destroy your homes? The ala’shin learned to summon draasin to fight on their behalf. They gave us time, but only to escape. And now they do not answer the summons. Did not,” he said, his gaze going to the entrance of the cavern. Outside in the night, the draasin perched somewhere on the rock.

      Ciara could almost sense the connection but knew at least that the draasin had not left her as the other had. “Why did they stop answering?”

      “They have lost, Ciara.”

      “Lost what?”

      “Don’t you understand what is happening?”

      “I understand that our people cower in caves, suffering, while the people of Ter attack. I understand that you knew much more than you ever shared, knowledge that could have saved us. And I understand that I’m now mixed up in something I can’t begin to understand.”

      “But you must. You must try to understand it. And we don’t cower. We survive. If we make it through this season, we will survive the next. And the next. There is nothing we can do to overcome these attacks.”

      “But Ter—”

      “Has shapers. They attacked because they thought the draasin controlled by Rens, and they were controlled, only not by Rens.”

      Ciara didn’t think she understood. How could she understand what he described? “What did you mean when you asked me if I understood what was happening? What is happening?”

      “This is a war. One between powers greater than man. A war for control of the elementals. And if the darkness comes, I fear it means the war is nearly over.”
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        She can summon with strength, and she can ride the draasin. If I had faith that Hyaln would assist me in this, I would send her, but I fear that they will offer no help.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara slept fitfully, finding the hard stone of the cave much less comfortable than she once did, especially now that she’d grown accustomed to something as soft as the stuffed pallet Cheneth had granted her. Dreams intruded upon her sleep, some filled with flickers of light and shadow, almost as if they fought.

      Once, when she awoke, she thought that another was in the cavern with her. She focused on water, straining to know if someone was near, but there was no one other than her father, and she didn’t need water to know that. His slow, labored breathing told her so as well as anything.

      Ciara drifted back to sleep. In the morning, she awoke but didn’t feel fully rested. She made her way out of the cavern and back onto the still-cool rock to find the draasin perched atop the tower. She considered a summons, but part of her wanted to climb to the draasin.

      The last time she’d attempted that climb, she’d nearly fallen. Had Fas not been there, she would have fallen. This time, there would be no Fas to catch her.

      She started up the side of the rock. It was nearly sheer, with only a few handholds, but there were natural cracks in the rock, and she dug her fingers into those as she worked her way higher.

      About halfway up, fatigue started to set in, but she ignored it. She would make it up this time. If she didn’t… she wouldn’t think about what would happen if she didn’t. Hopefully the lizard would reach her and heal her if she fell. Jasn Volth wouldn’t be able to help. He didn’t even know she was here.

      She ignored the flush that worked through her as she thought of Jasn Volth. The man was strong, and a powerful water shaper, but he was of Ter. And he had a history with Rens that he hadn’t shared with her.

      Ciara continued the climb. Pain in her fingers with each movement became a steady throbbing and finally numbness. Blood stained the rock as she climbed, and she ignored it. Once, her foot slipped, but she pressed her grip even more tightly into the rock, and she caught herself.

      Then her hand grabbed an edge. She heaved herself to the top.

      She’d made it. And by herself.

      The draasin was perched on the lip of rock, long tail wrapped around the stone for support. Had Ciara even seen that during her climb? If she had, she might have climbed along the draasin’s tail. But no, that would be cheating in a way.

      “Why are you up here?” she asked the draasin.

      She didn’t expect the elemental to answer. Summoning an elemental was not the same as how she spoke to the lizard. An image came into her mind, one with flashes of orange and reds, bright colors that told Ciara about the way the draasin viewed the world.

      “You came for what you could see?”

      The draasin didn’t answer.

      Ciara stood on the edge of the rock overlooking this part of Rens. She could see the vast expanse of the waste, the rolling sand dunes that marked the edge of Rens and the beginning of the waste. Beyond the dunes was a massive crevasse. And from there… from there, Ciara didn’t know what exactly was out there. The draasin. She’d seen them while trying to survive when she accompanied the lizard. Water, enough for her people to survive. And other lands, perhaps Tsanth.

      The tower of rock was where the nya’shin had always gone to search for water. It was a rite of passage in some ways, marking the transition between those who would be nya’shin and those who would not. Ciara had never made the climb completely on her own. But the view… the view was worth it.

      She looked down from the rock and saw a few people making their way out of the caverns for the day. Even from up here, she recognized the steady beat of Fas’s heart. He must be watching her.

      How would she get down? Normally the nya’shin would bring lengths of rope and rappel down, but she had forgotten. Climbing had been something that she’d done on a whim, and she had come unprepared.

      “Can you fly me down?” she asked the draasin.

      In some ways, she was surprised the draasin had remained overnight, but Ciara had asked if she would. That the elemental had complied was amazing.

      The draasin lowered her head. Ciara took that to mean she agreed and climbed on. The creature jumped and spread her wings, soaring from the top of the rock as she circled down to the ground.

      “I think,” Ciara began, looking around at the faces of the villagers who had come out, many now gaping at the draasin, “I think I need to return to Ter. Will you wait for me?”

      The draasin didn’t answer and didn’t send any images to her. Ciara didn’t know whether that meant she agreed or that she didn’t. Either way, it didn’t matter. If the draasin left, she would be forced to remain with her people. Her father might be able to teach her, though she wondered how much she could actually learn from him. And if he couldn’t teach, she could at least be with her people and perhaps protect them if Tenebeth reached to them again.

      If she went with the draasin, she would face Tenebeth again. That was the reason Olina wanted her to learn. There were others who would fight with her, if only she took the time to understand them. If her father was right, and if this was a war between the elementals, then shouldn’t she help if she could?

      She climbed down and made for Fas. He started away from her before stopping and waiting in the shadows of Nisa Point. Once, she would have assumed he did it simply to avoid the sun, but she had seen the way that Tenebeth used him. Was Fas still tainted, or had her summons—whatever it had done—managed to expel the darkness?

      “You haven’t spoken to me,” she said.

      Fas looked to the ground, his shoulders slumped. “You know what happened.”

      “No. I don’t know what happened. I think I know what happened.”

      “I only wanted to help our people, Ciara. When we were attacked the last time, when the draasin came,” he started, pulling his gaze up and looking over her shoulder at the draasin. “I knew I wasn’t strong enough to do what we needed. I think… I think it sensed that about me. Offered me strength. Power.”

      Ciara looked upon Fas with pity. He had sought strength and he had become so much less than he had been. “He offered me the same, but I refused.”

      “Well, I’m not as strong as you.”

      “You are!” Ciara said, anger rising in her voice. “At least, you were. Refuse him and he can’t take over your mind. Welcome him in, and… and you see what happens.”

      “I thought I was helping our people,” he said again. He finally met her eyes. His brown eyes held sadness behind the hollows. “What will you do now? You ride the draasin. You command it.”

      “I don’t command anything,” Ciara said. “I summon. The draasin answers if she chooses to do so.”

      “That’s still commanding it.”

      Ciara didn’t think they were the same but decided she wouldn’t argue with Fas. She didn’t need to. There was nothing she did that was about control. Even with the one elemental she could speak to, she had no control. She had tried asking—begging even—but that had gotten her nowhere.

      “I need to know if you’re still affected,” she said.

      Fas looked away.

      She slammed her j’na into the ground. A burst of light erupted from it. “I need to know!”

      Fas looked up, meeting her eyes again. “It’s gone. Whatever you did stole away my—”

      “Your what? You think you had power? You were used, Fas. For whatever Tenebeth wanted with you.”

      Fas blinked slowly. “You. It wanted you.”

      She suppressed a shiver. That Tenebeth would chase her to her home, attack those she knew, simply to reach her. Did he really think that would convince her to work with him? Or did he think to use her too?

      Ciara tapped her j’na once more. Another smaller flash of light came from it and she pointed it toward Fas. “My father will watch for his return, Fas. If you welcome him back to the village, I will know.”

      He held her gaze for a moment before looking down.

      Ciara turned away, disgust roiling through her. How could she have ever thought that she wanted to pair with Fas? Even Eshan would have been better.

      Threatening Fas might do no good. She might want to know if he welcomed Tenebeth, but would she? Her father would have to find some way of reaching her. And if the village were attacked again, Ciara would have to convince Cheneth and the shapers to help. She was lucky that nothing more had happened when she came alone. As it was, she had nearly been overwhelmed.

      As she searched for her father, she saw faces she had grown up with. Usa, who had always baked for the entire village. Vend, who helped with the shepa. Old Lyssa, one of the council. Even Damas, once a nya’shin and now nearly as old as her father. All looked at her strangely, almost as if she were an outsider.

      Ciara didn’t realize the reason until she had nearly reached the draasin. She was an outsider to them now. Dressed in clothes and boots of Ter and riding a draasin, she was no more a part of the village than Cheneth would be were he to have come.

      Even if she wanted to remain with the village, she doubted she could.

      Knowing that made her decision easier.

      Her father waited for her near the draasin. Ciara considered who else in the village she might want to see but decided they might not want to see her.

      “You will return to your training?” her father said.

      Training. That wasn’t what she would call it, but if that made her father feel better about where she went, then she would leave it at that. “I will return to Cheneth,” she said. “I can’t stay here any longer.”

      “No, my daughter. You have moved past this home.”

      “You could come. With what we will face, you could help.”

      He smiled sadly and looked upon the draasin. “When Fas fell and you attempted the summons, that was the first time I had tried—truly tried—since before you were born. I was ala’shin, but the draasin no longer answered my summons and had not for many years. But you… you are destined to be ala’shin. Perhaps more than that if you really can summon more than the draasin.”

      “I can’t do anything consistently,” she said. “When I try, the summons doesn’t work.”

      “But you reached the draasin.”

      The draasin turned her bright eyes on Ciara. Through the draasin’s sight, she had a sense of the way the draasin saw her, awash in bright red and orange light, almost burning with flames. She blinked, and the vision faded.

      “I reached the draasin this time, Father. But the next? Or the time after that? I might call to earth. Or wind. Or water. And each of them has many ways to answer.”

      Her father tapped his j’na softly on the ground. It made a healthy smack, nothing like the sickly sound that it had when Tenebeth had influenced him. “When I first learned to summon the draasin, I was told that it mattered less about the pattern, less about the sound my j’na made, and more about what I felt inside. The j’na and the pattern only focused that power.” He smiled. “The one who taught me claimed that some could eventually learn to summon without ever touching the j’na to the ground, without ever taking a step in the pattern. All I had to do was focus on the energy that would come from them, and I could unleash it myself.” He tapped his j’na again. “I never managed to learn that technique. None of us did. I do not know if it is even possible, but I think that it must be. And you, my daughter, have the potential to learn it.”

      He pulled her into a hug. He smelled of heat, and sweat, and so much like her father. She would miss him, but he was needed here, with the people, to protect them if Tenebeth came again.

      “You will summon me if he returns,” Ciara said.

      “I will try.”

      She turned to the draasin and fixed an image in her mind of the Ter camp. The barracks, as they called it. The draasin lowered her head, and Ciara climbed onto her back. “Who taught you?” she asked her father.

      Her father hesitated, and a tight expression pulled the corners of his eyes and mouth. “He was a young man, but even then, he understood things that others did not, and he warned us about the war. Without his warning, more of Rens would have fallen. He came from a place he called Hyaln, a place of learning, and he called himself Cheneth.”

      Ciara laughed softly to herself. That explained why Cheneth knew so much about Rens, but why hadn’t he told her he knew her father?

      “Listen to him, Ciara. He might not teach the way that you want, but there are lessons there nonetheless. You can be great. I knew that about you from the very start. Learn what you can. Help your people. All of them.”

      He stretched his hand to her and she took it, squeezing for a long moment. When she released it, she whispered to the draasin, “Let’s return.”

      Then the draasin took to the air.

      Ciara watched as her home became smaller and smaller before finally disappearing from view.
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        Since the library in the college remains restricted, I document what I know. If we succeed in stopping Tenebeth, there remains a risk that he will once again return. Others must know of the risk. The college cannot be the keeper of such essential knowledge, though neither can Hyaln.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Shielding both of them while Oliver carried Hester back to his rooms had been more difficult than he could have imagined. He was forced to add earth to his shapings and keep his focus with water split, partly to continue the squeeze on Hester’s heart to keep him unconscious and partly to create the illusion, this time around them both.

      Inside his room, he relaxed all but the shaping used to constrict the blood flow.

      He had to bind Hester, but how?

      And he needed help. Bringing Yanda into this would be risky, but no more risky than showing her the spirit stick in the first place.

      Wrapping the man in earth—the next strongest element for him—he maintained his connection to water as he hurried into the hall.

      Yanda’s room was three doors down from his. Oliver hurried to it and pounded loudly, praying she would answer.

      When it opened, Yanda stared at him, eyes blank.

      “Yanda,” he whispered, “I need your help—”

      His words cut off as he saw the person behind her.

      Sitting at a table, drumming her long nails in a rhythm that seemed to pull on his senses, was Margo.

      She smiled when she saw him.

      The rod went cold in his pocket.

      Oliver used the same sharp blade of water shaping that he had on Hester, this time honed to an even finer blade, and swept it through her shaping. The cold seeping through the rod stopped. He shifted the shaping, turning it toward Margo.

      She sprang toward him, too fast for him to see. A long blade arced toward him.

      Oliver turned and reached with water and fire toward Margo.

      The shaping was not one that he’d ever practiced, but he had seen how such a shaping could be used and hated that he was forced to turn it on her.

      The blood pulsing through Margo’s veins froze.

      She screamed, a painful, shrill sound that was more like some kind of animal than from any human.

      But she stopped. The knife clattered to the ground harmlessly.

      Oliver stood, panting, afraid to move, afraid that Margo would get up and attack again, but she didn’t. It was a measure of his nerves that he didn’t even dare go check on her.

      Yanda started toward him, the blank stare still plain on her face.

      She had been shaped.

      “Yanda. It’s Oliver. You need to fight whatever she did to you.”

      A shaping built from Yanda with power.

      Oliver used the spirit stick, attempting to layer the shaping on her, but there was resistance.

      He glanced to the ground and saw that Margo still breathed.

      Yanda’s work continued to build. He didn’t know what she would do, but Yanda had more talent in some ways than him. He couldn’t risk her attacking.

      Hating himself for what he had to do, he took the knife from the ground and jammed it into Margo’s heart. The blood that spurted out sickened him. Not the sight of it—as a healer, he had seen enough blood that he no longer struggled with it as he once had—but the fact that blood was spilled by his hand.

      Oliver turned his attention to Yanda.

      She took a breath as if waking from a strange dream. “Oliver?” she asked when she saw him. Then, seeing him crouching in front of Margo, she gasped. “What happened?”

      Yanda hurried forward and placed her hands on the knife, a shaping of water already forming.

      Oliver grabbed her hands and pried them away. “No.”

      “But Oliver, this is one of the council—”

      He shook his head. “No,” he said again, his voice harder this time.

      Yanda sank to the ground. “What happened? Why are you here?”

      “You were shaped. Spirit, I would guess.”

      “If that was spirit, it was nothing like the spirit you shape through the spirit stick.”

      “Hester tried to do the same to me, but the stick blocks it. At least slows it,” he said. “He wasn’t able to get to me.”

      And if they had? Why would they have summoned him before the entire council if a single shaper was capable of attacking like that? What purpose would there be for them to have wanted him there?

      Oliver rolled Margo from side to side. Her lifeless eyes stared straight ahead, looking no different in death than they had in life.

      “Come on,” he said, pulling Yanda to her feet.

      They made it back to his room and he stopped, unable to enter.

      “What is it?” Yanda said.

      “He’s gone.”

      “Who?”

      Oliver staggered into his room, holding a shaping ready, afraid of what might come at him. Hester, or whoever he was, had already shown himself adept at masking himself, and he could shape without another knowing.

      The room was empty.

      He didn’t know whether to be relieved or frightened.

      “Hester. But not Hester,” he said, quickly explaining what had happened when he went to Hester’s room. “And I brought him back here, bound him in earth, and kept him unconscious with a shaping of water.”

      Only the shaping must have failed.

      Or had he lost focus during Margo’s attack?

      That was more likely. He had barely managed to stop her, and it had taken his full attention to do so. That would have left him distracted and given Hester a chance to recover, probably enough that he could slice through the earth binding him and escape.

      Oliver sighed.

      “What about the others?” Yanda asked.

      “I don’t know. They were all there when I was summoned to the Seat. But they didn’t attack me the same way.”

      “Maybe they were only trying to determine what you knew. Was there something that happened that would make them interested in you?”

      Yanda looked at him with an unreadable expression. Were it anyone else, and especially now, he would question why she asked. But this was Yanda. He had to trust her, didn’t he?

      “I don’t think so,” he said.

      Yanda watched him a moment and then nodded. “We have to notify—”

      “Who?” he asked. “Who is there to notify? If the entire council is in on something, then who do we tell?”

      He threw himself into one of his chairs, fear starting to send his heart fluttering. He hadn’t even been this scared when facing Margo, but now that it was over and he’d begun to think about what had happened, what they might be up against, the uncertainty of who he could trust, he felt overwhelmed and scared.

      “Oh,” Yanda said, covering her mouth.

      “What?”

      “Just what you said, isn’t it?” she asked. “If the whole council is in on this, that means the commander too.”

      If the commander was part of what was taking place, they were even worse off than he realized. There was no other shaper with near the strength, or skill, as the commander.

      “Well, balls,” Oliver said.
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        There are four types of elementals: fire, water, wind, and earth. They match the elements commonly controlled. We have not seen a spirit elemental, but that does not mean one doesn’t exist.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      When Ciara could see the forest, the draasin started a gradual descent back to the ground. She watched from the draasin’s back, wondering if they would encounter the dark shaper again. Had he waited for her? Regardless, she needed to return to find Cheneth. If for nothing else, she needed to ask about his relationship with her father.

      No sign of attack came.

      Ciara relaxed, leaning against the hot spikes of the draasin, settling between them. The wind had shifted as they flew, going from the hot of Rens to the cooler air of Ter and the mountains. The mist she’d seen when they flew from Ter returned, though it didn’t stream over the draasin with the same intensity as it had when they’d raced for safety.

      As they neared the clearing, the draasin sent an image into her mind.

      It was the clearing, shown in reds and oranges, and two people stood waiting, looking at the sky. Through the image the draasin provided, she couldn’t tell who they were, but the draasin didn’t seem concerned, which made it likely that they were shapers she had encountered before.

      Closer to the ground, Ciara could make out the features of Jasn Volth and the dark-haired draasin rider.

      Stormbringer!

      She hadn’t even considered that the woman would be angry at Ciara for summoning the draasin and taking her from Ter. If this was her draasin, then she shouldn’t have.

      But did the draasin really belong to anyone?

      The elemental banked again, turning her wings so that she drifted to the ground, passing through the illusion with a tingle that rolled through her.

      As soon as they landed, the woman hurried forward and stopped in front of the draasin.

      “Alena,” Jasn Volth said.

      The woman tipped her head for a moment, then turned her attention to Ciara, ignoring Jasn Volth. “What did you do to her?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Ciara said.

      “Alena!” Jasn Volth said again.

      “Not now, Volth. This girl rode off with the draasin. I would like to know how. And why.”

      Ciara patted the draasin. “Thank you,” she whispered to the elemental.

      The draasin tapped her tail on the ground as if acknowledging her. Once Ciara was off, she made her way to the edge of the stone and curled up, wrapping her tail around her haunch.

      “How were you able to ride the draasin?” Alena asked.

      Ciara took her j’na and set it into the ground. Even with the soft tap, light surged from the draasin-glass tip. “I summoned her.”

      “Summoned?”

      Ciara nodded. “That’s why I came to your lands. I need to learn how to master summoning the draasin from Cheneth.”

      Alena glanced at Jasn Volth. “Cheneth doesn’t know how to summon the draasin.”

      Ciara thought about what her father had said. Cheneth had trained others of Rens, had created the ala’shin. If that was what she was to be, he would understand what it was that he had done for her people. And what it meant for her.

      “He knows more than you realize,” Ciara said.

      Jasn Volth barked out a laugh.

      “What did you do to the draasin?” Alena asked.

      “What do you mean? I didn’t do anything to her.”

      “She’s… she’s changed.”

      Ciara looked over at the draasin and the way that she curled up, tail wrapped around her. She seemed no different than when Ciara had first seen her. If anyone had changed, it would have been Ciara, not the draasin. “Nothing other than defend her against Tenebeth.”

      “He came for the draasin?” Jasn asked.

      “His servant. The dark rider appeared when I came…” Ciara flushed. “When I came here to practice summoning.”

      “What dark rider?” Alena asked.

      “The one who claimed the draasin. The one defeated in Tsanth.”

      Jasn sucked in a sharp breath. “Thenas? He lives?”

      “I thought you said he was destroyed. I thought the attack—”

      “I thought the same. Are you certain it was him?” he asked Ciara.

      “I didn’t recognize him, but he claimed this was his draasin. He controlled a dark power and wanted to take her with him.”

      “How is it that you survived?” Alena asked.

      Ciara took a deep breath and tapped the j’na on the ground with a sharp strike. Light surged from the end of the spear, and the draasin lifted her head as if waiting to see what else Ciara might do. She pointed the spear toward Alena. “This dissipated the darkness.”

      There was a part of Ciara that still didn’t know how she had managed it. She had used nothing more than a summoning pattern and her spear to fend off a shaper of terrible power.

      That was why she had returned. She needed to know what else she might be able to do with the power she possessed and why she possessed any power at all.

      “Did you know that she could do this?” Alena asked Jasn.

      “I haven’t exactly been watching her studies with Cheneth, if that’s what you’re asking. Cheneth has his own secrets, and we aren’t always a part of his plan.”

      “No. And that’s part of the problem, isn’t it? Cheneth continues to run off, doing whatever he thinks needs to be done, leaving the rest of us with uncertainty, not knowing what exactly he intends.”

      Alena turned her attention back to Ciara. “Where did Thenas go?”

      “I don’t know. He chased us for a while, but the draasin flew faster than he could travel.” For that, she had been thankful. If the shaper had managed to keep up with her while she was on the draasin’s back, she’d have had no way to use her j’na, no way to defend herself.

      Her father claimed the ala’shin could learn to use their power without the focus, but Ciara still needed the j’na and couldn’t image a time that she wouldn’t.

      “He’s gone,” Alena said, shaking her head, “but if he’s still out there…”

      “Cheneth needs to know. We need to be more vigilant,” Jasn said.

      Alena nodded.

      “Why did you ask what I did?” Ciara asked. When Alena didn’t answer, Ciara pushed. “When you appeared, you said I had done something to the draasin. Why did you think I had?”

      “Because she’s changed. She was reluctant before, but she’s not anymore.”

      Ciara looked at the draasin. There hadn’t been anything reluctant about her. The draasin had helped her, had saved her, had answered her summons. “Why was she reluctant?”

      “She feared what happened to her. She feared the darkness returning and didn’t think anything could be done to prevent it.”

      “And now?”

      “She’s seen what you were willing to do. She hasn’t—or won’t—share with me everything that happened, but she… she trusts you.”

      “She saved me.”

      Alena breathed out. “I think you might have saved her. And, possibly, even more than you realize.”
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        How does nobelas fit within the known structure of the elementals? It is poorly understood and seems to hold sway over the others. There have long been rumors that nobelas can heal other elementals, but this could mean it is nothing more than an extension of water if that is the case.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The male draasin was watching over the egg when Alena returned, and looked up.

      You have found her.

      She was never missing. She answered a summons.

      The draasin snorted. Summons. So they return.

      Who?

      The riders. Too much time has passed since they were last seen.

      You knew of this?

      Not me, but others.

      Alena grabbed the egg. Heat pressed on her, and without any real ability to shape, she couldn’t protect herself, not as she needed to against the egg. But maybe she wouldn’t have to for much longer. If this worked… Now that the draasin had returned, Alena had a sense of hope that it might work.

      She still couldn’t believe it. The girl had done something Alena had begun to think was not possible. She had reached the draasin. Not by shaping, or speaking, but by her summons. More than that, the draasin felt that the Rens girl protected her. It took Alena awhile to realize it, but the draasin saw safety in her.

      How?

      When Cheneth returned, she would have to find out, but the blasted man had been gone for too long. First, he had claimed he would remain in the barracks, that he couldn’t risk traveling, and now he had gone, leaving them without his guidance at a time when they needed it. And if Thenas had returned, if he had attacked, it was possible that he would again.

      Do you think she will help? the draasin asked.

      Alena sighed. She still didn’t know. The female had not answered, and maybe she wouldn’t answer Alena, not anymore. There seemed a bond formed between the draasin and Ciara, something Alena had never seen from the draasin before. Another thing Cheneth might know more about, if only they could find him.

      It’s time that I try, she said.

      She had grown weak. She felt the way her shaping ability leached out of her. Even Volth seemed to notice, and though he attempted to maintain a strong front, she sensed through their connection the toll it took on him, too. He fought the effect of the draw from the egg every bit as much as she did.

      Outside the pen, darkness swallowed her.

      Alena moved silently, thankful for the moonless night. Clouds drifted across the sky, thick with the coming rain. The last one had been more heavy than most, and if another like it came, she didn’t want to be out in the open. At the least, she wanted to reach the pen deeper in the forest.

      Shadows moved around her, and she paused. Alena didn’t dare pull on earth to shroud her. Doing even that much shaping would weaken her more than she could tolerate.

      She waited. Nothing more stirred.

      Moving more carefully, she continued into the forest.

      Every so often, she stopped, convinced she saw something else moving, but each time all was still. Her imagination, nothing more.

      She should have warned Volth what she intended. He might have helped. Maybe that was the reason she hadn’t said anything to him. She needed to prove to herself that she didn’t need help, and certainly not from him. Knowing herself a capable and skilled shaper was all that she had. With that gone, Alena didn’t know what else she was meant to be. That was why she was determined to separate the connection to the egg.

      And then… then she would work with Cheneth to see what more she could do to help defeat Tenebeth. She could return to her hunts with Calan. She could resume teaching. All were things that she could not do while the egg pulled on her.

      At the edge of the clearing, she stopped again. Was that movement, or was that only the wind? She felt vulnerable in a way she hadn’t since before she first learned to shape, and exposed in a way that made her jump at every sound. If she only dared shape even a trickle of fire, she wouldn’t have to worry about the darkness, but that would not only be more than she could risk, but it was more than she could tolerate.

      She waited, watching the see if the shadows would move again, but they didn’t.

      You come late, Lren.

      This is the only time it would be safe.

      Behind the shielding she’d placed—and Jasn had fortified, she had not failed to note—she heard Sashi snort softly. The night is never safe, Lren, not as you are.

      It was progress that the draasin seemed concerned about her. In the time since Sashi had returned from Tenebeth, she hadn’t shown any real worry, nothing like Alena knew the draasin to feel normally.

      It is safest to move the egg. You must help with this.

      Sashi hesitated. Alena feared what might happen if the draasin continued to refuse. Would she be able to survive another day? Another week? Longer?

      And if she wouldn’t help, was there any way she could use Ciara’s ability? If she could call to the draasin, to summon them to her, would it be possible to summon with a purpose?

      Another must not be called, Sashi said. Leave them where they are.

      You mean your homeland.

      I mean where they are. The ala’shin may summon, but she has been chosen for this purpose.

      Ciara?

      The ala’shin. She may summon, the draasin repeated.

      Why? What is it about her that you respond to?

      The Mother has chosen her. She has much light burning within her, as well as the potential for darkness. It is the balance that the Mother seeks.

      Is that why Tenebeth wants her?

      Voidan wants all who can speak to the elementals.

      She said she summons, that she does not speak.

      Summons the draasin, but she speaks to another.

      Did Cheneth know of this? Alena decided he probably did. That was probably the reason he was so willing to work with the girl. And then what? If she spoke to another elemental, and it wasn’t the draasin, why did Alena detect a distinct connection between Ciara and the draasin?

      You do not know what it was like, Lren. You cannot understand the fear, the loss of control, no longer being able to access the power of fire and of the Mother.

      Alena stepped forward, passing through the shielding. Sashi stood on the other side, her bright eyes blazing like candles in the night. Her tail twitched with the agitation that she felt speaking about what she’d experienced. Alena knew she had suffered, but she didn’t understand the extent of what the draasin had gone through.

      You’re wrong. I know what it’s like losing the power you once had. No longer able to control fire, or earth, or wind, or water. That’s what has happened to me with the egg. It has bonded to me, pulling the strength of fire from me. That destroys me. In time, it will destroy another if it doesn’t destroy me first.

      This one is destined to be powerful.

      That is what I’ve heard. But he can’t be powerful if he does not hatch.

      Lren, you don’t know what you ask of me.

      I do know what I ask.

      Do you? Do you understand what is required with the hatchlings? They must feed.

      Then provide the food for the hatchling.

      Such feedings will draw him. He seeks the youngest, those unable to protect themselves. Voidan will claim any that hatch.

      Alena took a deep breath, finally understanding what Sashi feared. I will do what I can to prevent it. And you have seen what Ciara is capable of doing.

      She still didn’t know how Ciara managed to use that strange spear of hers to fend off Thenas. Even without the touch of Tenebeth, Thenas had proven to be a powerful shaper. Stopping him when he had a dark power added to his strength… that impressed her more than she wanted to admit. In her current state, there was nothing she would have been able to do to stop Thenas. That a girl, and one of Rens, had managed to hold him off with nothing more than a spear…

      But she hadn’t held him off with only a spear. She used something like shaping, though she reached the elements in another way. Could she be taught to shape?

      The ala’shin is talented, but raw.

      Then we will work with her, Alena promised. We will do what we can to guide her and give her the skills she needs to keep you and the other draasin safe. And she will help protect the hatchling, but she won’t have to do it alone. I will be there.

      Sashi withdrew from her mind for a while. Alena had the sense that she considered the suggestion before she slipped forward once more, coming to the forefront of her mind.

      If we do this, I do not know what repercussions you might face, Sashi said.

      I need to separate from the draw on me.

      It’s possible that there is no separation.

      Alena swallowed. If that was the case, then forcing the egg to hatch would only hasten whatever was happening to her. She didn’t like the idea of that, but then, she also didn’t like the idea of Volth getting dragged into her stupidity.

      I understand.

      Sashi snorted.

      Alena carried the egg over and set it in front of the draasin. Sashi curled her tail around the egg as if attempting to protect it. Heat built steadily from her, burning like a forge fire, hot enough that Alena had to take a step back. The draasin continued to get hotter and hotter, and the egg began to glow.

      This may take some time, Sashi said.

      What is it that you’re doing?

      Feeding the hatchling.

      Feeding?

      The young must feed on fire first, and then they must eat.

      The heat continued to emanate from Sashi, and her body took on an orange glow that pushed back the darkness of the night. Without the shielding around the pen, the flames would be visible from a great distance. Even with it in place, Alena feared the glow might be seen from the barracks. If not seen, then certainly another sensitive to fire might be able to detect it.

      If she still had the strength of her connection to fire, she might try to modify the shielding to hold the flames within it, but she could barely shape anything at this point. Even if this didn’t work, Alena knew her time with the egg wasn’t much longer. She needed to be separated from it.

      Heat built. Now the draasin appeared to have flames leaping from her sides. The scales on her hide glowed with orange and red and greens.

      The egg began to take on the heat from the draasin, as if absorbing what the draasin did.

      In that moment, she felt a relaxation on the pull from the egg. For the briefest moment, she thought she might regain the ability to shape. And then it was gone.

      Alena continued to watch, praying that this worked. If it didn’t, she would perish. That didn’t bother her as much as she thought it should. She had come to the barracks knowing that what she would learn would be dangerous. She didn’t want to die, not like she’d heard that Volth had wanted to when he’d gone to Rens, but that had been the reality when facing the draasin. Even with her ability to speak to them, there was no guarantee she would be successful, especially when she had to make it appear that she helped in the hunt. So far, she had been lucky. Perhaps finding the egg had been the end of her luck.

      She sensed movement against the shielding. Alena looked up and saw a shadow slinking along the inner edge.

      She couldn’t make out what it was, but her heart started hammering, betraying her. Draasin, there is another here.

      This cannot stop, Lren, or two of us will perish.

      Alena took a deep breath and kept her focus on the shadow. With the light coming off the draasin, she couldn’t see anything more than that, but she feared what it meant. Thenas had already come for the draasin once. What stopped him from returning now that she had returned? And what better time than when she attempted to help a hatchling?

      Unsheathing her sword, she focused on the runes etched into the steel. Most had been placed by the College of Scholars, a way of marking and naming the sword, but she had placed two herself back when she still had her ability to shape.

      The darkness separated from the edge of the barrier.

      “Thenas,” Alena said.

      He moved more quickly than she would have expected, attempting to dart around her, bringing his hands together so that his palms were cupped outward. Darkness seemed to coalesce there, as if he drew in all the night around him, pulling it into his hands. A shaping surged from him as well, a powerful one if she could sense it. In her weakened state, she hadn’t managed to detect any shapings lately.

      She had one shot. Somehow, she had to stop him before he reached the draasin—or the egg. Alena focused on the energy she could draw, pulling on everything she could muster—which wasn’t much—and sent it through the sword.

      Using the sword could be dangerous. The steel was designed to withstand shapings, and most swords carried by those of the order had been particularly hardened so that they could be used in that manner, but Alena had added a few additional symbols to her sword, and with them, she could pull even more strength than she could otherwise manage without it.

      The sword surged with light.

      Thenas paused long enough to glance back.

      Alena used that hesitation to her advantage. She stabbed forward, striking at Thenas.

      Somehow he simply caught the sword between his hands. And then he threw it back toward her.

      That had been her one chance, and she had failed. Worse, using a shaping like that had drained her, leaving her too weak to stand. She sank to the ground, knowing she had doomed two draasin—and herself—to death.

    

  




    
      
        
          28

        

        

    
    






          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Those few who can speak to the elementals show greater strength than Hyaln has ever understood. I don’t think the wise could speak to them, but what if that was the secret to their power? What if that is the reason they disappeared?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Jasn awoke to a pressure pulsing against the inside of his ears followed by a loud snap.

      He swore and sat up with a jolt. What was that?

      Shaping. And powerful.

      Climbing off the pallet in his dorm, he pulled open the door to glance outside. How early was it?

      Not early at all. Still dark. Still night. But the pressure continued to build.

      As he turned back to bed, deciding that whatever—and whoever—shaped was none of his concern, he felt a surge of pain through the strange connection he now shared with Alena.

      Blast her. What was she doing at this time of night?

      Likely something to do with the draasin. Maybe the egg. When Ciara had returned with the draasin, Alena hadn’t believed what had happened. Jasn could detect the change, even if he didn’t know what it meant. Water called to him, telling him that the draasin had returned, finally recovered from whatever Tenebeth had done to it. Ciara had everything to do with that, he knew, but not how she had managed to help the elemental.

      And that didn’t matter. Not if the draasin had really returned. If the female could help Alena with the egg, that was all that mattered. Nothing else.

      Helping Alena would help him. The constant drain through her weakened him.

      Jasn pulled on his cloak and boots and, on impulse, grabbed his sword and strapped it on. The weight of the sword pulled on him, but there was a familiarity to it that he prized.

      Outside in the night, he sensed others moving. He wasn’t the only one to have recognized what happened. Not surprising, given the power used.

      Light bloomed up the mountainside, a massive orange glow that looked as if the forest itself burned.

      That was new. And frightening.

      Using a swift shaping, drawing on wind and earth, he leapt forward and after the fire, holding on to the connection he felt to Alena. She was out there.

      Something was off. Was she even more injured than what he’d detected before?

      Thunder exploded. Someone traveled near him. Another crack of thunder followed. And another. Enough that he wondered how many shapers he would encounter.

      When he landed at the edge of the clearing, brightness surged through the illusion that Alena had put in place—and that he had helped fortify. Whatever happened on the other side was more powerful than the shielding.

      He wasn’t alone. Calan had come, and Ifrit with him. Three others from the barracks as well, one a hunter named James and his students Heln and Gemma. They were all advanced shapers, more so than even him.

      “Leave this to us,” Calan said.

      “I think this requires more than one hunter, don’t you?” James said.

      Calan grunted and whispered something to Ifrit. “You,” he said, looking over to Jasn. “You’re not needed here.”

      “Alena is here,” Jasn told him. The hierarchy of the barracks made it so that Alena’s presence gave Jasn a perfect reason for being here, but Jasn feared for her. Whatever had brought her here had also placed her in danger.

      Through the strange connection they shared, he felt her pain.

      Jasn jumped forward, unsheathing his sword and ignoring the stares from Calan and James. Ifrit seemed more intrigued than anything, but he suspected she still didn’t know what else to do with her new talents.

      Through the shielding, Jasn saw the reason for the bright orange light. The draasin glowed with such heat and power that he had to stop and marvel for a moment. The egg was tucked between her forelegs, and she had her tail wrapped around her body as if to protect it.

      Alena lay on the ground, a glow from her sword fading.

      She saw him and her eyes widened. “Thenas,” she whispered.

      Jasn pulled on a shaping, readying for anything. “Where?” he hissed.

      She pointed to the draasin.

      There, near the draasin, was a shadow he had overlooked. The figure appeared as if darkness swallowed him, and it approached the draasin, pressing that darkness away.

      Jasn pulled on earth.

      The shaping sent the figure tumbling, but only for a moment before he managed to right himself. The shadow swung his attention to Jasn, and in that moment, he knew that it was Thenas. Somehow, he had survived the attack. And Jasn had thought he couldn’t die.

      Using wind and fire, he attempted to lash Thenas, to confine him.

      The shaping failed. Thenas simply swiped it away using the same darkness that swirled around him.

      Jasn pulled again, this time combining each of the elements. That was what had been required when they faced him the last time. He had brought water, Wyath earth, Eldridge had brought wind, and Ciara… she had brought fire.

      Alone, he wasn’t sure that he was strong enough to face him, not with Thenas empowered the way he was, granted more strength by Tenebeth.

      If he did nothing… Alena lay on the ground, willing to sacrifice herself for the draasin. Cheneth had made it clear that the draasin were to be treated with respect. And the water elemental—when he could reach it—helped him understand what he needed to do.

      He used the shaping to assault Thenas. Jasn drew upon everything he could, praying to the creator that he could reach for more than he normally would be able to, straining through the connection for water, for the elemental, for something that would help him face Thenas.

      Thenas merely caught his shaping and sent it toward the sky.

      Jasn started again, but it was clear that he wasn’t going to be strong enough to suppress Thenas. Whatever connection he had to Tenebeth had made him too powerful. Even before he had been tainted by Tenebeth, Thenas had been a powerful shaper, possibly enough that Jasn wouldn’t have been able to defeat him. The only thing he had was his ability with water, and the elementals’ desire to keep him alive.

      Thenas sent a bubble of the blackest night at him.

      Jasn jumped to the side to avoid it, rolling to his feet with his hands outstretched. Another attack, and this time he rolled forward, coming up with his sword stabbing forward.

      The blade nicked Thenas.

      The end sizzled and disappeared.

      Thenas moved forward, his attack building with a furious speed. Jasn could only jump out of the way. Were it not for Alena—and the draasin, he had to admit to himself—he would have run. This was a fight he could not win.

      Fire exploded on Thenas.

      Earth reached for his legs.

      Wind swirled around him.

      Jasn hazarded a glance up and saw that the others had passed through the shielding. Calan strode forward, his sword glowing with a bright white light, sending earth streaming as he attacked Thenas. Ifrit, so powerful with the wind, used that in a tight funnel around him. The others joined as well, and soon there was attack after attack using the power of the elements.

      None of it mattered.

      Thenas caught each of the attacks.

      “What is this, Alena?” Calan roared.

      Alena had managed to get to her feet and held her sword with an unsteady hand. “Don’t let him reach the draasin.”

      “Why does it matter?” This from James. He kept his attack focused on Thenas, but his eyes kept drifting to the draasin. Had Cheneth managed to reach him as well? What of his students? Did they side with Cheneth?

      “Trust that it does.”

      “Trust. I think we’re beyond trust, don’t you?” Calan said.

      The comment seemed to strengthen Alena. “Look at him, Calan. That is your student. That is what Cheneth trains us to face!”

      Calan used another shaping of earth, this one so complex Jasn could barely follow it, and the ground surged around Thenas’s feet. Using a pulse of the same darkness, the ground smoothed out once more.

      “You forget that I know your tricks,” Thenas said to Calan.

      “What have you done? What dark power is this?” Calan roared, racing toward Thenas.

      A shaping built from Thenas that would strike Calan in the chest. Either it would kill him or turn him, and Jasn couldn’t risk either.

      He jumped toward Calan and knocked him down, driving him to the ground.

      The shaping missed.

      Jasn’s arm bent strangely and tingled. He would have to worry about that later, if they survived. Water elementals would heal him if they made it through this.

      Calan shoved him off and stood.

      Thenas ignored them, stalking toward the draasin. If he reached the elemental, or the egg, Jasn feared what would come next.

      “He can’t reach either the draasin or the egg!” Jasn shouted.

      James and his two students came to stand next to him. “What happens if he does?”

      “Look at him,” Jasn urged. “There is nothing natural about the power he now wields. If he uses that on the draasin, and if he manages to twist her as well, think of what we would have to face.” What they already had faced, Jasn didn’t add. Not for James.

      James motioned to his students, and they moved forward as one.

      Jasn reached for James, but he wasn’t fast enough. The man used a shaping of wind and water to slide forward and reach Thenas.

      Thenas spun as James brought his sword around. With his bare hand, he caught the sword on the sharp edge of the blade. James cried out with a triumphant grunt, but then he saw that Thenas pushed the sword back, using not his hand, but the darkness he controlled.

      Gemma sent fire and wind in spurts toward Thenas. Heln used a similar attack.

      With his attention diverted, Jasn raced around Thenas and put himself between him and the egg. If nothing else, he couldn’t have Thenas tainting the egg. He didn’t know what effect that might have on Alena, but doubted it would be anything good.

      Calan and James reached Thenas, and then Ifrit joined.

      Each of the five of them shaped, but there was no coordination to the shaping, just disparate attacks.

      “You have to work together,” Alena urged.

      The heat coming off the draasin was almost more than he could bear.

      Jasn used a shaping of wind to buffer himself from the heat. It might hold it off long enough for the others to stop Thenas. If they could stop Thenas.

      Shapings exploded in the night. Thenas managed to stop each one.

      The draasin pulsed with fire, growing so hot that even his shaped buffer of air wasn’t enough to protect him. If that didn’t work, he would have to move.

      Thenas turned, wrapped in a blanket of darkness that absorbed every attack thrown at him. He looked at Jasn with contempt. “You are not strong enough to withstand what comes. Even the Wrecker of Rens will not be able to survive.”

      Jasn swung his sword at Thenas, but the blade didn’t connect as he needed, passing through nothing more than shadows. “That’s no longer who I am.”

      “No? Then how do you think you will stop me?”

      Jasn hadn’t any idea. Shapings didn’t work. Nothing worked. Nothing other than Ciara.

      As he thought of her, the sound of thunder exploded in the night, followed by a crack so loud that he wondered if trees in the forest fell.

      Thenas jerked his head around.

      Jasn followed the direction of his gaze. Another glowing light appeared in the darkness, this one nearly as bright as the draasin. He had seen it before… and so had Thenas.

      The man made a feint as if to get past Jasn, but with a sweep of his sword, Jasn held him in place, preventing his movement.

      There came another crack so loud that he wanted to cover his ears. Light filled the night, so bright that it seemed to be daylight. The draasin roared and shot flames from her nostrils.

      With sudden understanding, Jasn knew: the rider had appeared.

      “I don’t have to stop you,” Jasn said. “She will.”

      Ciara strode forward. She was small, petite, and beautiful in the fury of power that swirled around her, casting a glow to her bronze skin. Her pale blue eyes flickered from the draasin to Jasn and then to Thenas. With each step, she slammed her spear into the ground, and with each step, light surged.

      Thenas reached for Jasn, but he swung his sword around to parry.

      Ciara stopped. All the shapers turned to her, staring.

      And she pointed her spear at Thenas.
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        Many think fire the strongest element, but that is only because we can see fire, and we can experience the draasin. I suspect the elementals are evenly matched, and that there is not one that is stronger than another. Were I able to summon with the same strength as those within Hyaln, I could prove it.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara stood in front of the dark shaper once more. She felt the others around her, but she forced herself to ignore them, even Jasn Volth and the way he looked at her, giving her the same heat that she once had felt when Fas had looked at her.

      She stepped and sent the j’na into the earth. Crack. The sound was louder than any other time she’d worked through a pattern. Ciara didn’t know what it was that she did differently, only that when she intended to help the draasin, whatever she did worked more effectively. And this time it was not only the draasin, but another.

      Alena had hidden from her that they had an egg in the camp. Now she understood why she feared what Ciara had done with the draasin, especially her taking the draasin away. Doing so put the egg in danger.

      And when she had seen the brightness exploding in the night, she had known it as a sign. Then thunder had followed, and she’d had no choice but to find out what happened.

      Even the shapers of Ter struggled against the darkness.

      How was it that she managed to fend him off?

      Step. Crack. Step.

      The light glowing off the draasin glass radiated bright as the sun, and she felt it as what she summoned was somehow drawn to the draasin. And the egg.

      Ciara took another step. Crack.

      She stood in front of the dark shaper and aimed her j’na at him. His eyes were pools of night, and shadows wrapped around his shoulders. “Go,” she told him.

      “You think you are the only one who has learned?” he asked.

      Then he reached for her j’na.

      Ciara jerked it back, but his hand grabbed the shaft of the spear and pulled.

      He was strong, and the darkness surged through her spear. The blinding light began to pale.

      Terror coursed through her. If she didn’t have the j’na, and if she couldn’t use it to focus her power, she would be at the mercy of whatever he attempted. He would be able to attack and possibly taint her the same way her village had been tainted, leaving her as twisted as her father and as weak as Fas.

      “No!” She roared with anger and slammed her j’na down. The end of the spear struck the dark shaper’s foot, and still a thunderous crack echoed through the night. Light exploded from the j’na.

      Not only from the draasin glass, but for the first time, light filled the lines formed on the staff itself, those made for her by her father, the gift when he had named her nya’shin.

      The dark shaper screamed and jerked his hand away.

      Ciara took a step toward him and slammed the j’na into the ground again.

      Then she swung the glowing end of her staff at him. The spear caught him on the arm. Where it touched, the darkness disappeared and, for a moment, pale flesh remained.

      Ciara stepped back. Was it possible to redeem him as well?

      With the draasin, she understood the desire not to destroy them. They were elementals of power, creatures connected to the earth in ways that others were not. And with her village, she had done what she could to dispel Tenebeth’s touch. She knew how to use a pattern and had trusted that the pattern she did use would be the one she needed. Now, with this dark warrior, she had done the same, but she had expected that she would have to destroy him.

      Maybe not.

      Ciara slammed the j’na to the ground again. Light surged from it, spilling past his darkness and pushing him back.

      She swung once more, slapping his arm with the flat of the draasin glass. Not trying to harm, only to determine if she really could find a way to help him.

      Where her spear touched, he screamed, but the darkness disappeared.

      She swung again and again, each time managing to connect.

      His power faded with every touch of her j’na. Color returned to him as Tenebeth’s dark touch was removed. Could she do enough that the others of the barracks could reclaim him?

      If she could, Jasn Volth had shown enough prowess with healing that he might be able to help. And what could they learn from him if he returned? Would they begin to understand Tenebeth’s plan, or would he be like Fas and be angry about what she did?

      The end of the draasin glass had dimmed as she had attacked, as if it had absorbed the energy from Tenebeth.

      Ciara slammed the j’na into the ground once more, and light burst again.

      As she brought her spear around to strike the shaper once more, he disappeared on thunder and a flash of lightning, leaving her standing with the j’na swinging around her head, glowing brightly.

      The others watched her.

      Jasn Volth came over to her, his hands held up in a gesture of peace. “Easy, Ciara. He’s gone now. You struck him enough.”

      Enough? Was that what they thought she had done? She looked around at the other faces and suspected that it was what they thought. They figured her for some sort of savage. The kind of person who would enjoy attacking another.

      “I was pushing Tenebeth out of him. Didn’t you see?” she asked Jasn.

      A troubled expression flashed across his eyes. “I saw… I saw the way you continued to strike him. Not that I blame you, Ciara. I tried stopping him and couldn’t, myself. Damn, all of us tried and couldn’t. Only after you appeared… Well, it’s a good thing that you came. I’m not sure we would have survived had you not.”

      “He can be redeemed,” she said.

      “Redeemed?” A large, muscular man strode forward, his massive sword held casually in his hand. Power radiated from him. He had a shorn head and a length of chain around his neck. Hanging from the chain were draasin talons.

      Ciara had seen this man before. In Rens, when she had been with the lizard. She was certain of it.

      She swung her j’na around, tapping it on the ground in front of her. Light burst briefly before the draasin pulled it away from her. The draasin—and the egg—still needed her help. Ciara didn’t know how she knew that, but the way that the egg pulsed, an irregular and sickly pulsing, made it clear it needed more than what the draasin offered.

      “Redeemed,” Ciara said. “Where my j’na touched his skin, the darkness departed.”

      The large man laughed and looked around at the others standing nearby. “This is ridiculous. You’re here because of Cheneth, but you are not of Ter. You cannot even shape.”

      “Not like you, Calan, but were you not paying attention?” Jasn said.

      “Careful,” another man said. He was thin and had deep-set eyes and a bush of brown hair on his head. “This is—”

      Jasn turned to him, swinging his sword in an arc. “I know who he is, James. Just as I know that none of us managed to hold off Thenas until Ciara came. She might not have the same shaping ability as you or I, but she shapes. Whatever she does pulls on the power of the elements. I can feel it.”

      Ciara flushed with the heat of Jasn’s argument on her behalf.

      The others continued talking heatedly, but she turned away, focused on the draasin.

      The heat coming off the elemental was immense, as was the heat coming off the egg. She approached slowly, carefully, and stood tall.

      The draasin looked up and met her eyes.

      An image came to Ciara. The egg struggled. There was something about the hatching that had gone awry. Ciara didn’t understand—as one not draasin, she wasn’t sure that she could understand—but she recognized the helplessness the draasin felt.

      Another image came to her. That of Alena, lying unmoving, sword in hand glowing.

      The message was clear. The egg and Alena were tied together somehow. If she did nothing, Alena would die.

      She glanced back to the arguing shapers, ignoring the heat of their comments. That was not the heat she cared about. Not now, not while the draasin—and the egg—needed something from her. Not only the draasin, though. Alena needed her help.

      Alena knelt on the ground, sword jabbed into the earth. The blade glowed slightly, pulsing with a sickly light similar to that of the egg.

      “You’re tied to it, aren’t you?” Ciara said.

      Alena tried to lift her head but couldn’t. “Tied. Foolishly. But tied.”

      “What happened?”

      Alena breathed out a sigh. “Don’t let them destroy the egg. You might be the only one who can stop them.”

      “The hatching. There is a problem,” Ciara said.

      At that, Alena managed to lift her head. Her gaze parted the shapers in the middle of the clearing and reached the draasin. “Blast that bastard for coming when he did,” she swore.

      “Who? Jasn?”

      “Not Volth. If not for him, I’d have been dead weeks ago. Thenas. He came for the draasin egg. He must have known we had it. Waited until I brought it here. I think he intended to twist both the draasin and the egg. A double prize for his master.” Alena sighed and lowered her head again, trying to stand but unable to do so. She let out a frustrated grunt. “You can sense the egg?”

      “Not the egg. The draasin tells me of the problem.”

      She turned her head to look at her with one eye. “You speak to her now?”

      Ciara considered how the draasin communicated with her. There was no doubting that was what it was even though the draasin chose to speak to her through images, not like she could actually speak to the lizard. “Not speak. She shows me things. I don’t know how to explain it better than that.”

      Alena sighed again. “Then you know the egg will die when I die.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it has taken all my shaping power. I have nothing more to give.”

      Alena slumped forward, her hand drifting off the sword.

      The glowing from the blade faded to nothing. Ciara frowned at it. Marks much like those on the shaft of her j’na were etched on the blade. Could Alena have attempted to augment her shaping with the sword?

      And if she had, was there anything Ciara could do to help her?

      “Will it work?” she asked the draasin. She did not speak loud, hoping her words would carry to the elemental.

      Slowly, an image formed in her mind of the j’na and of Alena, and Ciara knew what she must do. Even the draasin didn’t seem to know whether it would work.

      The first step. That was what she needed.

      When she’d appeared and seen that the draasin was in danger, she had known what to do, almost as if the j’na or something greater than her had directed her steps. Alena was in danger now, but nothing seemed to guide Ciara.

      That wasn’t quite right though. Not only was Alena in danger, but so was the draasin egg.

      She looked at the egg and took a step. Her j’na came down, a soft snap as it did.

      Another step, smaller than usual, and a softer flick of the j’na. Snap.

      Ciara continued—step, flick, step.

      Light started glowing through the draasin glass, through the entire length of the spear. The other shapers stopped arguing. She sensed one of them approaching, but she didn’t dare divert her attention. Doing so would make her lose focus, and something told her she could not afford to do that.

      “Ciara?”

      It was Jasn Volth.

      Step. Snap. Step.

      “What are you doing to Alena?”

      Ciara took a breath as she stepped. “Trying to save her.”

      Snap. Step.

      “You’re circling her. This… this doesn’t look good.”

      Step. Snap. Step.

      “The egg is dying. She is dying.”

      He sucked in a breath. “I will hold them back.”

      She didn’t understand what he meant, but didn’t need to.

      Step. Snap. Step.

      Shaping built around her. Wind and earth rumbling, mixed with a flare of fire and the wetness of water filling the air. With each flick of the j’na, the shapings eased, disappearing for a moment, only to build again as she stepped.

      Her j’na continued to glow, growing steadily brighter. This was nothing like the harsh, painful light she had summoned when she faced the dark shaper. This was a soft, almost comforting light. Hopefully, she prayed to the Stormbringer, a healing light.

      Thunder rumbled somewhere distantly. A cold wind gusted, cutting through her cloak.

      Ciara took another step, refusing to acknowledge the fear that raced through her. A storm and cold meant Tenebeth, didn’t it?

      Step. Snap.

      And then she was done.

      She stepped inside the circle she’d made. Her j’na glowed brightly all along the length. Ciara realized that Jasn used shaping to hold back the other shapers, giving her space. He glanced back at her, a worried expression on his face.

      Ciara leaned down to Alena and took her hands. They were cold, but not the cold of Tenebeth. This was the cold of death, the same way Eshan had been cold when the draasin had destroyed him. The same way her mother had been cold when Ciara had discovered her body.

      She wrapped Alena’s hands around the j’na. “Use this. Shape this,” she urged.

      It might be too late. Alena might already be gone, and if she was, she didn’t think that the egg would have much time left, either. And then both Alena and the draasin would suffer. What of the older draasin? Was the heat coming from her at risk as well?

      “Alena!” Jasn shouted.

      Power surged from him. Ciara felt it and knew it was intense.

      Alena gasped. Her eyes opened and she seemed to realize what she held. “What is this?”

      “Shape,” Ciara urged.

      “I can’t. It’s gone. Power is gone.”

      “You must shape,” Ciara snapped. Her voice cracked with the last word, shouting it louder than she intended. The light of the j’na pulsed brightly for a moment.

      Alena took another breath.

      Ciara waited. Would it work?

      Then light erupted from the j’na.

      It washed over Alena, sending her body through convulsions that passed quickly. Alena managed to stand and continued to hold on to the j’na and to her sword. The power summoned through the j’na seemed to build again, filling Alena with light, and then, strangely, it arced across the clearing to the draasin egg.

      The egg cracked.

      The other draasin roared, and flames shot from her nostrils.

      And Alena breathed out in a sigh. “Finally. It is done.”

      She handed the j’na back to Ciara, who finally looked to the sky. The darkening clouds and the painful cold coalesced there.

      With a sharp crack of her j’na, she sent light streaming toward the sky. Clouds parted and the wind died. As it did, she could almost hear a voice mixed in the wind, calling to her as if summoning her.

      Ciara shivered at the thought.
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        I fear I have discovered how Tenebeth was freed.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln, who now went by the name Cheneth, kept himself obscured as he made his way through Atenas. He had rarely come to the city since taking up residence in the barracks. There had not been the need, and with the help that Eldridge supplied, he had managed to stay away. But the summons had brought him back and now he felt the need to investigate further.

      He leaned on his cane, wobbling it as he walked, letting it strike against the stones quietly as he made his way through the city, weaving between wagons and horses and the throngs of people. Supplying the war took a massive effort, and Atenas had been geared up for it for decades, but it meant that thousands of people were required for the simplest of tasks, from manufacturing the tents and clothing needed by the soldiers, to the cookpots or oil lanterns or even the wax for candles. Not all the soldiers fighting in Rens were shapers. In fact, very few were shapers. Except it was the shapers who would turn the tide of the war.

      As he drifted through the shadows, he shifted his shaping, changing his appearance from that of an old man to a youth, one who looked decades younger than himself. The cane became a sword, and he hooked it on his belt. Cheneth released the subtle wind shaping he’d used to give himself the stench that had so offended Oliver. A fine trick, that. And he had maintained it far longer than he had intended, mostly because of the way Oliver had reacted.

      He passed beneath the shadows of the great Tower of Atenas. A place of power, the Seat of the Order, and where men and women came from all over Ter—and beyond—to learn whether they could shape. Few ever managed anything more than sensing, that subtle touch of the elements, but one that gave them a greater awareness than most of the powers of the world. Fewer still managed to control the elements, to twist that power and use it in ways that could be wondrous—or deadly.

      Then there were the warriors. The Order, as they called themselves here. They were talented, but lacking in ways that they didn’t even know. The barracks had given those shapers power that was more like what Cheneth knew from Hyaln, enough power that they could hide a shaping, shield it so others wouldn’t know what they did. The shapers in the barracks were as much above those of Atenas as he was above those of the barracks.

      He paused, glancing at the tower. Oliver’s summons was particularly worrisome, but not for the reason that he knew. An attack on the head of the Healers Guild, while surprising, would not have made him nervous. No, it was the evidence that Cheneth had discovered while shaping Oliver that troubled him. A spirit attack, and one with significant—and oddly familiar—power.

      Enlightened. That was what he had been called when he served Hyaln. There he had learned to connect to the power of the elements in ways that the shapers of Ter had only now begun to understand. Hyaln had known the power of the elements for centuries and had worked out shapings and ways to use and access that power that others—even the College of Scholars—had yet to understand. Not all was about shaping.

      No, and that power was what had attacked Oliver.

      Which meant that Hyaln was here, within the tower.

      Why would they have begun to assume control here after years hiding in shadows? Not the darkness. Such a thing was the domain of Tenebeth and led to nothingness. No, the Hyaln sought enlightenment and sought understanding.

      But if Hyaln had come to Atenas, Cheneth needed to know. Too many years had passed since he had been in contact with Hyaln, years spent on his own, working to slowly increase the knowledge found in Atenas, to guide the shapers of Ter closer to the elementals. That was where the real power would be, and that was how he would be able to best protect such power. He had a hope that he would even be able to bring an end to this endless war—or had, until the new commander had assumed his position.

      A door at the base of the tower opened, and Cheneth made his way toward it. He moved casually, not daring to hurry. Even a shaper of Ter would not have hurried. But he didn’t want to shape anything that might expose him. The name Rolan was a name that had died many years ago when Cheneth had been born, died at the same time that he had finally left Hyaln, departing to take his first assignment.

      But in Hyaln, there would be those who still knew the name Rolan. And they would recognize his shaping were he careless. And that was something he definitely could not afford to be, not when so much was now at stake.

      He caught the edge of the door and slipped inside.

      This entrance to the tower led into a darkened hallway. No lanterns lit the way, and no light filtered through, leaving it nearly black. Cheneth had last passed through these halls years ago, at a time when he sought to understand the warrior shapers of the order, at a time before he had assumed command of the barracks. The hall hadn’t changed much and still had the same smell to it, that of stale air and the stagnant mold from within the tower.

      The hall led eventually to the main entrance of the tower and he paused, peering around. A young girl scurried across the room and hurried faster when she saw him. Another person entered, this one a warrior from the look of his sword, and frowned as he considered Cheneth.

      “What are you doing here?” the man asked. He had a deep voice, a sweeping expanse of a brow, and wide-set eyes, but they stared at Cheneth with a bright clarity. As dull as the man might appear, his eyes spoke of intelligence.

      “Called to Ajan, warrior,” Cheneth answered. For a moment, he feared that he’d made a mistake. Was Ajan still here? As of a year ago, he was, but much could change in the tower in that time. Learning what happened with the Seat proved that.

      The man grunted. “Ajan. Perhaps I will accompany you.”

      Cheneth nodded and waited for the warrior to start up the wide stair first. It was the expected response for his station. He could have created the illusion of a warrior, but doing so only ran the risk of meeting someone who would know him. There were enough students in the tower that he should have gone unnoticed.

      As the man started up the stair, Cheneth risked a hint of spirit shaping. Nothing more than a trace, letting it settle onto the man. At first, he saw through the man’s eyes. The connection settled deeper, and Cheneth caught the traces of a name, Elian, and even memories of his home in the village Desyl at the base of the Gholund Mountains. Desyl was near the barracks, close enough that Cheneth had actually been there and didn’t need the images that fluttered through the shaped connection to share what else he might need to know.

      Elian had been a miner and had never expected to learn shaping, thinking he would continue after his father, pulling iron from the mountain, when he discovered his ability. Earth first. Given the man’s size and his history, Cheneth wasn’t surprised. It was possible that Elian’s father had also shaped earth, or at least sensed it. That would have made him a more skilled miner.

      “Warrior Elian,” Cheneth said, “can I ask why you seek Ajan?”

      They stopped at a landing and Elian turned. His jaw clenched slightly and his hand touched the hilt of his sword. “How do you know my name?”

      Cheneth frowned. “I have been in Atenas long enough—”

      “Long enough. I think that you have not been in Atenas long enough.”

      A powerful shaping surged toward him.

      Cheneth hadn’t been expecting it, and had he not been holding spirit layered over Elian, he might not have known. The earth shaping was masked, one that he wouldn’t have detected before it was too late. As it was, Cheneth barely had the opportunity to deflect it, sending the shaping rumbling through the reinforced bones of the tower.

      Elian’s eyes narrowed to slits. Another shaping built, a combination of earth and wind.

      Cheneth didn’t have time to battle Elian, and from the power of the shapings he detected, he might not have the strength, either.

      Using spirit and combining it with the other elements, he sliced through Elian’s connection. The man shouted until Cheneth silenced him, drawing tight bindings of wind around him so that he couldn’t move. Elian might be strong, but Cheneth had shaped the elements for many years and had been trained by the best in Hyaln.

      Voices in the hall made him hurry. He didn’t want to risk capture, so he dragged Elian with him, pausing at the first door to listen. He heard nothing, and better, using earth and spirit, he sensed nothing. With a tight shaping of earth, he unlocked the door and shouldered his way inside.

      Only then did he release the wind gag he’d placed on Elian. The man’s eyes bulged and he opened his mouth to scream, but Cheneth replaced the gag.

      “Quiet,” he hissed.

      The voices in the hall continued until they moved past him.

      Cheneth released a frustrated sigh. He had intended to find members of the council and determine for himself what Oliver might be up against, but if he’d been caught already, it wasn’t likely that he would even be able to reach the Seat.

      “Yell and I keep this in place. Do you understand?”

      Elian nodded.

      “Good.” Cheneth released a trace of the gag and Elian took a few breaths. “Now. Where did you learn to shape earth like that?”

      Elian glared at him. “I’m an earth shaper. If you think assaulting a warrior of the order will get you—”

      “Why did you ask about your name?”

      He could discover the answer by probing into Elian’s mind, but he didn’t want to risk pushing too deep. Doing so required focus, which meant that he might lose control of the wind that bound the man and kept him from screaming.

      “Release me,” Elian hissed.

      “In time. For now, you’re going to answer my questions. Your name. Tell me about it.”

      Elian thrashed against the wind bindings, but Cheneth held them tight. Wind had the advantage that he could dissipate it quickly without others ever knowing he’d used it. That wasn’t the same with earth. Fire would harm Elian, or could, depending on how strong a shaper he was. Water had many uses, but holding a man was not one.

      “I do not use my name in Atenas.”

      Cheneth frowned. Such a thing was common in Hyaln, but not in Atenas. In Hyaln, you were given a name when you entered, another when you transitioned to the next level of training, and finally another when you departed. And, in his case, still another when you violated your assignment. Rolan had become Cheneth.

      “What name would you use?” Cheneth asked.

      Elian continued to push, straining against the bindings. That time, he managed a shaping even while Cheneth thought he had him separated. Cheneth checked his shaping and realized he did have him separated. Which only meant…

      “An elemental?” Cheneth whispered in annoyance. He grabbed his staff and tapped a quick circle around the small closet, the sound like thunder in such a confined space. There was really no getting around it, not if he wanted to confine Elian and discover what he might know. The pattern was a plea for peace, one of the first that he had learned, and as he completed it, the elemental assisting Elian began to ease, relaxing the strain on the bindings.

      “How did you—”

      “You aren’t the only one with secrets,” Cheneth said. “Now. Again. Tell me your name.”

      “In Atenas, my name is Gor.”

      Cheneth frowned, watching the man and wondering if he understood how the word translated in Rens. It was possible that he did. “Did you give yourself this name, or did another provide it for you?”

      “When I was raised to the order. The Seat provided my warrior name.”

      The Seat of the Order. The same council who had attacked Oliver with spirit, and now they used a tradition of Hyaln.

      Cheneth had come to Atenas searching for answers, but he had only found more questions.

      Why would Hyaln have a presence in Atenas?

      And why would they attack Oliver?
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        Eldridge sends word that we must be ready, but ready for what? Is he ready to return to the college? Will he go if asked? I pray the bishop will learn more than I did.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Alena carried the young draasin in her arms. For a creature destined to be enormous and powerful, it was certainly quite small right now. The draasin nipped at her, but his—and from the spikes on the tail, she knew the draasin was male—teeth were not yet sharp enough to harm. Neither were the spikes on his back and sides. They were soft and pliable, bending beneath her hand more like quills than the dangerous weapons they would eventually be.

      She still couldn’t fully believe she was alive. And not only alive, but her connection to the elements, and to shaping, restored.

      Without Ciara, both she and the hatchling would have died.

      Something had happened when she was healed, and she still didn’t know the ramifications. The connection to the egg remained, only now it was a connection to the young hatchling. She felt it within her mind, a constant presence so different than what she sensed from the other draasin. Through that, she recognized the draasin’s emotions. Contentedness right now, but hunger earlier until she had found the youngster a small rabbit to devour.

      At a knock on the door, she looked up. Using water and earth, she recognized the person on the other side.

      “How are you?” Jasn asked when she opened the door.

      The connection between them remained, but it had changed as well. Less pronounced in some ways. She no longer could detect as much from him, as if the new connection to the draasin had supplanted the one that had forged between her and the healer. And hopefully it no longer placed him in the same danger as it had.

      Alena smiled. “Better, I think.” She considered not sharing with him what she experienced with the draasin, but it was possible he already knew. She had wanted to wait for Cheneth to return, but that might not be for days. As it was, she feared the consequences of what had happened that night.

      “Good. You look better. More color in your cheeks.”

      “I didn’t realize I hadn’t looked good to begin with.”

      Jasn smiled in the disarming way that he had, a smile that belied the heat and power beneath it. He was a dangerous man. The way he had held back the five other shapers when Ciara had done her shaping had proven that.

      And still, when confronted by Thenas, there had been nothing he could do. Against an opponent powered by Tenebeth, even a skilled shaper—one who essentially couldn’t die—struggled.

      How were they to ever win? If the odds were that stacked against them, how would they ever manage to defeat Tenebeth?

      And maybe, Alena decided, defeat wasn’t the plan. Maybe what they needed was survival.

      “There’s a connection now,” she said.

      “With us? It’s changed since this happened to you.”

      She thought she heard a note of disappointment in his voice but wondered if maybe that was her being hopeful. “Not only us,” she said, “but the draasin.”

      “You speak to them. What more connection is there?”

      Alena had wondered the same. She hadn’t thought she could be any more connected to them, but now that she felt the hatchling’s emotions, she knew the bond was stronger. Deeper.

      “This is different.” She studied his face, but it remained neutral. Somehow—and maybe it was a residual of the bond that had formed between them—she knew trouble brewed. “What is it? You didn’t come only to ask me how I am.”

      “That was part of the reason,” he said. “But not all of it, no.” He watched the draasin as it curled in her arms. The hatchling was warm, not hot, and kept his wings wrapped around his body much as he had when he’d still been in the shell. She hadn’t seen him unfurl his wings yet. “It’s Calan. With Cheneth gone as often as he’s been, and since you’ve been… absent, he’s taken to attempting to rule the camp. The others defer to him.”

      “There’s only so much damage Calan can do, Jasn.”

      “Maybe. But now that you’ve exposed yourself as helping the draasin, he has support he didn’t have before. I’m not sure what he’ll do, but there is unrest.”

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      Jasn sniffed. “Talk. I’m not sure that works with Calan. Were it not for Ciara, he would have gone after the female, but she managed to move her and hid her somewhere higher in the mountains.”

      Strange that Alena hadn’t noticed that, though she hadn’t really focused on reaching the female, had she? Since recovering and regaining her strength with shaping, she had focused more on the strange and new connection to the hatchling. She needed to understand it, what it meant for her—and the draasin.

      “Then she’s safe.”

      “But the other is not,” Jasn said.

      “Calan can’t get in there without—”

      “Without Wyath? Calan is strong in earth. He discovered the secret. He’s placed the draasin in chains again and has Ifrit watching it when he is not.” Jasn sighed. “Listen, Alena, this is getting out of hand. We know what we face and what this darkness is, but the others do not. Cheneth wants to keep it from them until he better understands it, but I think that’s a detriment to the rest of the barracks.”

      “Not detriment. Protection.”

      She didn’t know if keeping them ignorant, giving them a chance to learn their abilities, to master shaping in ways that Atenas couldn’t teach, was the only way they would be safe.

      But, she realized, that was no longer an option. Not if Tenebeth continued to attack.

      And after the other night, especially after what five of them had faced, seeing the strength and awful power Thenas commanded now that he was tainted by Tenebeth, the others needed to know.

      “Blast it.” She took the hatchling and placed him in front of the hearth. Heat radiated from the fire, and the draasin stretched out his legs before curling his long tail around himself and settling in, his nose almost in the fire.

      She nodded to Jasn and started out of her dorm. If Calan wanted to create trouble, then she needed to be prepared. Others needed to understand what was at stake. Now that she had recovered at least some of her ability, she didn’t need to fear being outmatched.

      “I didn’t mean that you had to do something now,” Jasn said.

      “If not now, then when?”

      She hurried through the barracks and paused at the pen. This close, she sensed the draasin inside and realized that Jasn was right. Stone chains again draped over his wings and were cuffed to his legs. The draasin would not be able to escape if something happened. Once, she would have thought that unlikely, but then, she had imagined Cheneth’s grip on the barracks was tighter than it really was. Calan had killed one of the draasin already in the camp and nearly killed another.

      “He has to be freed,” she said.

      “Fine. If that’s what you want to do.”

      “Not now. But we can’t hold them any longer. What more do we think we’ll learn from them?”

      “I still don’t understand why they agreed to remain here in the first place.”

      “They thought we could learn not to fear them,” Alena said softly. That had been the only reason the draasin had agreed to come. But now… now there was no reason for them to stay. The only thing that could happen would be for them to be injured. Destroyed. And she was not going to tolerate that.

      But they had to find some way to protect them from Tenebeth.

      “You finally emerge.”

      Alena turned to see Calan standing at the end of the street. Ifrit stood next to him, eyes darkened, her expression unreadable. “Calan. You saw what we faced the other night.”

      “I saw that you used the draasin. That you helped a draasin. And now there is a small one in the barracks.” He strode forward, his hand on his sword. “I presume Cheneth knows of this.”

      “Cheneth isn’t in the barracks, from what I’ve been told,” Alena said.

      Calan snorted. “That’s not what I meant, and I think you know it. He knows of your plan with the egg?”

      “It had to hatch, Calan, or she would have died.”

      Alena was surprised to see Jasn speak out to Calan, and on her behalf. The connection to each other had changed him more than she realized.

      “Careful. You’re still little more than a novice here.”

      Jasn snorted. “A novice. You think you understand what you face, Calan? You saw what happened to Thenas and you think hunting draasin is what this is all about?”

      Calan’s face clouded and his grip tightened around his hilt. He stormed forward and stopped a nose length away from Jasn. “And you’ve been here two months and you think you can question me?”

      To Jasn’s credit, he didn’t blink. He didn’t move, really. Water sensing told Alena his heart rate didn’t even increase. “I think you’re a skilled shaper. I think you have proven adept at hunting draasin. But I think you’re ignorant.” Jasn paused, and his gaze swept around the barracks.

      Alena looked up and realized that others watched them. She counted the shapers who might side with them if it came to it, but prayed it didn’t. Maybe a dozen. That left them outnumbered two to one. How had Cheneth managed to meld them all into a functional barracks?

      “I’ve been ignorant,” Jasn went on. “I spent a year in Rens without your training, facing the draasin.” Alena suppressed a smile. Jasn was using the rumors about him to his advantage. “They called me the Wrecker of Rens, but I should never have gone there. I should never have been that person. I might have survived what others couldn’t, but I didn’t know what I do now.” Jasn calmly leaned toward Calan. “But my eyes have been opened. As were yours the other night,” he said softly. “If you think there’s nothing to what happened to Thenas, then go ahead and try to get past me. And if you can get past me, then try to get past her,” he said, nodding to Ciara, who stood to the side between a pair of dorms. As Jasn looked over at her, Ciara turned and started away.

      Alena hadn’t noticed her, but she held her spear in hand, watching with an unreadable expression before she turned. Dressed as she was and with her hair grown longer, she almost looked like she came from Ter. The spear gave it away. Alena had seen others in Rens with the spears but had never understood their purpose. Now she thought she did. If all were as powerful as Ciara, then Ter would have truly been in trouble in the war.

      Calan’s gaze darted past Jasn and paused when he saw Ciara. “If you think a girl of Rens will scare me—”

      “She should,” Jasn said. “After seeing what she’s capable of, you should be scared of her. And know that she has Cheneth’s backing. Without him, she would not even be here.”

      Calan’s jaw clenched. Alena waited, expecting him to attack, or shape, or something else, but he didn’t. “What was that the other night?”

      Thunder exploded, and Cheneth appeared on a flash of lightning.

      He glanced at Jasn and then to Calan. With a sweep of his hands, they were pulled apart, earth and wind separating them. Calan grunted and finally pulled his eyes off Jasn.

      “That,” Cheneth said, sweeping his gaze around the barracks as if he hadn’t just revealed himself, “is a question that should have been answered for you long ago, Calan. You have operated in ignorance, and that is my fault.”

      “Cheneth?” Calan said, fixing the scholar with a disbelieving stare. “What are you playing at?”

      Alena realized Cheneth didn’t wear his glasses. Without them, his face had a stern, almost frightful appearance. He exuded strength and power in a way that the Cheneth most knew—or thought they knew—did not.

      “There’s a darkness in this world that’s trying to get free,” Cheneth said. “The elementals call it Voidan, but to men, he is Tenebeth. He lives in the darkness and in the night. He is that which we fear, and should fear. A great and destructive power who seeks to twist man and elemental alike. And he has begun to make his attack.”
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        The barracks are no longer safe. Perhaps they never were.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “This is ridiculous. You expect me to take the word of a scholar on something like this?” Calan roared.

      Night had begun to fall, the sun piercing through the trees with orange and red, sending shadows stretching across the ground. After what she’d experienced, Alena didn’t care to see the shadows, preferring the bright sunlight to the shade.

      “It has been bad enough that the commander allows the scholars to lead here, but this?” he went on.

      “Look for yourself,” Jasn said. “You’re too skilled a shaper to remain this ignorant. You can convince yourself that Cheneth is nothing more than a scholar, but if you would open your eyes, you would see the truth.”

      Calan glared at Jasn for a moment and then turned to face Cheneth. “Tell me, Cheneth. What is this about?”

      Cheneth started away from the center of the barracks, ignoring Calan.

      Calan grabbed at him, a shaping building as he did, but Cheneth swept it away. “Damn you, scholar, why won’t you answer me?”

      Alena ran to keep up with Cheneth. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to let him get worked up like this?”

      Cheneth paused and glanced over at her. “He returned, didn’t he?”

      “Tenebeth attacked,” she said.

      Cheneth frowned. “Attack in the barracks. This should have been a place of safety.” He looked around. “Where is she?”

      “Who?”

      “Ciara. I would see her.”

      “She has stayed outside the barracks for the most part. After the attack, the others haven’t been willing to let her stay here. Jasn thought it safer—”

      “And Jasn Volth decides these things now?” Cheneth asked.

      Alena frowned. “Of course not, but when he makes sense, I’m not going to argue with him. Besides, why are you so eager to find her? What is this?”

      Cheneth didn’t answer, simply crafted a shaping that carried him out of the barracks.

      Alena glanced over at Jasn. “Stay here and make sure Calan doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to change his natural state.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. Use the rumors about you if you need to, but stay here.”

      As she prepared a shaping that would carry her away, Jasn rested a hand on her arm. “Alena. It’s good that you’ve returned.”

      She nodded and followed Cheneth on a shaping of wind.

      She knew where he traveled. Reaching the clearing took only a moment, and she found him standing at the edge of the shielding, head tipped to the side as he sniffed at the air. When she landed, he spoke to her without looking over.

      “There was much power used here, wasn’t there?”

      “There was,” she agreed.

      “I take it that since you can follow me, you’ve been restored?”

      “The egg hatched, if that’s what you mean.”

      Cheneth rounded on her. “Hatched. What of the female? That’s why Thenas returned. The connection to the elementals matters, you know.”

      “No, I don’t know, Cheneth.”

      “They are opposites, Alena. The darkness and that which lights our world. And they battle for power. That is why Tenebeth has come.”

      “That’s where you went?”

      “I went to find answers.”

      “And did you?”

      “Not the answers that I wanted.”

      He started through the shielding without saying anything more, leaving Alena standing there. Damn that man! Had he shared even a little of what he knew about Tenebeth sooner, they likely wouldn’t have been in the same situation. She doubted anyone would have gone running after him, searching for that dark power.

      Would they?

      She went through the shielding, ignoring the way it tingled over her skin.

      Ciara stood in front of the female draasin, that spear of hers set into the ground as if she intended to block Cheneth from getting too close. He was saying something to her, but she couldn’t make it out.

      Alena took a step forward, drawing on a shaping of wind so that she could hear better.

      “You trained my father,” Ciara said.

      Cheneth didn’t move, but his shoulders tensed. “How is it that you know this?”

      “Because I went back to Rens. When you were gone, when you were supposed to be teaching me, I went back. And I found him. All of them, really. They had been attacked.”

      “What did you do?”

      “What did I do?” Ciara’s voice climbed. “I couldn’t leave them like that, could I?”

      “Were you able to expel Tenebeth?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t,” she said.

      Cheneth sighed. “Impressive,” he said softly, his voice barely a whisper. Without the ability to call on the wind, Alena would not have heard him. “You are untrained, and still you managed to expel him. It explains much.”

      “What does?” Alena asked.

      Cheneth turned to her. “This is not for you, Alena. I need to speak to Ciara—”

      “She can stay,” Ciara said. “Your people don’t even know what you do. I think they deserve to know what this is about.”

      Cheneth sighed and turned back to Ciara. “Yes. I went to Pa’shu years ago. I found those with the ability to summon the elementals. Such a gift is rare, but less so in Rens. My gift is not the summoning but the finding of those who can. I offered what advice I could, and when the attacks intensified, I sent them deeper into Rens.”

      “Were you a rider?” Ciara asked.

      “That was never my gift,” Cheneth said.

      “Your gift. You taught my people of the j’na and then you departed, letting us wander in the waste without water, without—”

      “I provided an opportunity for your people to survive, much as I offer now.”

      “You have offered nothing,” Ciara said.

      “No? Show me how you summon the draasin, ala’shin.”

      The words had a snap to them. Even Alena felt it.

      Ciara slammed her spear into the ground. She took a step toward Cheneth, and in that moment, Alena was afraid she might use the spear against him, but she slammed the spear again. Light started to surge from the end of her spear, from the strange black tip on the spear.

      The draasin stirred, sitting up as the sound increased, a steady and rhythmic beat.

      Alena could feel the pull within her. In some ways it called to her, called on that connection she shared with the draasin, as if demanding she take note.

      Is that what you feel? she asked the female draasin.

      The draasin ignored her as the steady, rhythmic sound continued.

      Ciara made a small circle, slammed her spear into the ground, and stepped, almost something of a dance. Alena found herself drawn to repeat it, following the steps, only she had no spear to use. She didn’t need to. The dance pulled on something deep within her, that sense of the draasin and of fire and of something even more primal than that.

      And then the dance stopped.

      The draasin stood, poised as if for flight. Summoned.

      Alena shook off the effects of the calling but couldn’t get rid of them completely. The steady drumming, the movements, all of it had pulled on her, as if seducing her with the rhythm.

      “Good,” Cheneth said. “Now. Show me how you call golud, ala’shin.”

      Again his voice snapped, a command of sorts.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Show me.” Cheneth said the words with such force that Alena wished she could show him what he wanted.

      Ciara blinked and started another step, this one in a wider circle. When her spear struck the ground, it created a deeper sound, one that echoed within her bones. Each smack of the spear left her feeling jarred and shaken.

      A deep and steady rumbling built.

      Earth. This girl could summon earth. And fire. Was that Cheneth’s interest in her? Could she summon each of the elementals?

      Suddenly she understood Tenebeth’s interest in her. She understood Cheneth’s interest. Such power!

      The rumbling continued, practically shaking her to the ground, until Ciara stopped with one final crack from her spear against the stone.

      “Now. Ara, ala’shin.”

      Ciara didn’t object. She took a step, slamming the spear in the ground with a different technique. The steps were lighter, softer, and wind began to gust all around. Did Ciara know what she did? Alena thought she had no control over her summoning, but what she displayed now was more than control—it was power.

      As before, Alena found herself following the movements, drawn by what Ciara did. There was a certain languid grace to her dance, and the rhythmic movements practically called to her. She stepped behind Alena and mimicked the movements, ignoring Cheneth as he grabbed at her.

      Ciara glanced back but continued, not missing one step.

      Alena fell into the rhythm with her. Step. Snap. Step.

      The wind gusted around her, swirling with power.

      And then she stopped.

      Alena staggered away, falling to the ground.

      “Nobelas, ala’shin,” Cheneth said.

      Alena looked up at Ciara. The girl pushed her hair back behind her ears and pulled on the cloak she wore. With a tap on the ground with her spear, she said, “I won’t. I can’t.”

      “You already have.”

      “When I have tried… that is when… that is when Tenebeth comes.”

      Cheneth watched Ciara, and the lines on his face softened. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his glasses, pushing them onto his nose with a sigh. “They are different, ala’shin. When you understand the difference, you will be powerful indeed.”

      Cheneth paused near Alena, glancing at her lying on the ground before making his way from the clearing.

      Alena stood slowly, shakily, staring after Cheneth. Blasted man. It was one thing to treat her in such a way, but she didn’t care for the fact that he’d done the same with Ciara.

      “What was that?” she asked Ciara.

      The girl tapped her spear, and the air briefly hummed with power. It was more than shaped energy, but she didn’t know quite what else.

      “The summons,” Ciara said.

      “You can summon other elementals?”

      Ciara nodded.

      “And this nobelas? What is that?”

      Ciara’s face looked troubled. “I don’t know. Different.”

      “Why can’t you summon it for him?”

      Ciara turned away, facing the draasin. The great elemental stared at her, golden eyes focused solely on Ciara, ignoring Alena. Tension in the draasin’s legs and wings made it seem like she was ready to jump into the air. She never reacted that way for Alena, but Alena couldn’t call to the draasin, not in a way that was irresistible like Ciara could.

      “When I’ve tried, or when he has appeared, that’s when Tenebeth comes.”

      Alena paused before Sashi, attempting to reach her, but the draasin ignored her. She might, but the draasin in the other pen did not. And the hatchling. She still had his attention, though she didn’t know what that meant.

      “And you’re afraid that this is your fault,” Alena realized, looking up to Ciara.

      “I’m afraid that something I’ve done has drawn Tenebeth.”

      “Cheneth said that he has existed for as long as the world has.”

      “Then why would he suddenly come into power?”

      “That’s an answer he says he doesn’t know,” Alena said. But it was one that they needed. She looked toward the edge of the clearing. “But you had nothing to do with it. If anything, this nobelas might be a way to survive it. I’ve seen what you can do, Ciara. I think you scare Tenebeth for some reason. Maybe it’s because of this nobelas. Figure out how to summon it.”

      Alena had started to turn away when Ciara stopped her. “I hear nobelas.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can speak to him. In my head. There’s a voice there.”

      “Like I can with the draasin,” Alena said.

      “Like that, but different. I have only spoken to one of the nobelas. He doesn’t answer me when I call to him. And the summons… the summons only brings darkness and cold.” She shivered and looked at the sky.

      Alena glanced at the draasin. Even though Ciara had summoned her, she could still hear the draasin in her mind, but it was as if whatever Ciara had done had called Sashi away from her, reducing the connection.

      “Maybe someone else has summoned the nobelas,” she suggested.

      Ciara wore a troubled expression and said nothing else.
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        When I was in Hyaln, there were rumors of a fracture, but it was between the wise and the rest of Hyaln. The wise went their own way and continued their studies. When the daraasin first attacked in Rens, I wondered if they had anything to do with it. I know now that they did not, but was that the intent of the attack?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Jasn waited at the edge of the stream, crouched on his heels as he trailed his fingers through the cool water. Since turning the healing of water upon himself intentionally, rather than letting the elementals simply heal him as they would, his connection to water remained strong and vibrant within his mind. When he focused, when he bothered to listen, he could hear them. Each day that passed, the realization of what he could do bothered him less. And after facing the darkness itself, he understood that he could help, even if he still wasn’t sure how.

      “What do you detect?” Wyath asked.

      The old warrior leaned casually against a nearby oak, one leg crossed over the other as he chewed on the end of a long blade of grass. His eyes were sharper than when Jasn had first met him, and when he walked, he carried himself easier than when Jasn had first come to the barracks. The healing that Wyath had required to survive the draasin escape had restored him to more than he had been.

      “Did you find her?” Bayan had been with him the only time that he had truly almost died. He didn’t think the water elementals would be able to restore him if he were crushed. There were limits. There had to be.

      “Found something. Maybe it’ll be Bayan. Eldridge stayed after it, sent me back to report,” he said with a chuckle.

      “You find it funny?” Jasn asked.

      “I find the fact that I’m taking orders from a scholar amusing, yes. When I was first raised to the order, I thought I knew all there was to know about shaping. My first assignment was to lead a squad of shapers in the attacks on Pa’shu. We still hadn’t secured the city. Blast, we still hadn’t secured much of the border at that time. The council sent me and about a dozen other new warriors, each with a dozen shapers under them.”

      “What happened?” Jasn asked. He hadn’t heard much about the early days of the war, only that Pa’shu had been the hardest of the cities to claim. In the years since, Pa’shu had become just another city Ter occupied, but the battle for it had been bloody and lasted a long time.

      “We took the city,” Wyath said.

      Jasn snorted. “I think I heard that somewhere.”

      “The rest don’t matter, now does it?” His eyes narrowed, and Jasn could tell that something about that battle still troubled him.

      “It matters if it still bothers you,” Jasn said.

      “Don’t know that I can say it bothers me. It’s over. The war, at least the worst part of it, is over. And we’ve won. Pushed back the Rens attack. Kept our people safe.”

      “Only it wasn’t Rens who attacked us.”

      That troubled expression returned. “No, doesn’t look like it was. So many gone, and for what? We think we’re attacked by Rens and so invade, pushing back their people from homes they’d had for centuries, forcing the rest of Rens back into the desert. And now?”

      “Tenebeth,” Jasn said.

      Wyath closed his eyes. “Maybe.”

      “What else would it be?”

      Wyath sighed. “Don’t think that I know. I’m not the scholar, but Cheneth thinks there’s something else, that it’s whatever released Tenebeth.”

      “And that is?”

      “That’s what we have to find out.” He forced a smile and leaned into the stream and took a long drink. “That’s why I’m following Eldridge now. And Cheneth.”

      “That’s not the only reason.”

      “Not the only reason. Still didn’t answer what I asked. What do you detect here?”

      “Here? Nothing more than water,” Jasn said. He splashed his hand across the stream and stood, wiping his hand on his jacket. “They speak to me when they choose, not always when I ask.” That was the way it had been ever since he had managed to heal himself. He’d managed to reach the elementals, but not much more than that. He didn’t have an ongoing connection to them, not the way that Alena seemed to have with the draasin. And water hadn’t helped when he faced Thenas the last time. When he had needed their help, water hadn’t been there.

      Wyath smiled around the grass he chewed. “Much like any creature can choose, it seems to me.”

      Jasn grunted and turned his attention to the south. Through the trees, he couldn’t see the barracks, but he knew they were there. So much had changed for him in the time since he’d come here. Once, he’d wanted nothing more than to die, but had failed. Now he wanted to understand what was happening. That meant living. A part of him still longed for release, for the simplicity of destruction, but another part rebelled against that. Jasn didn’t know which side would win.

      And now that Alena seemed finally to have found some peace from the draasin egg, he had something else he needed to be doing. If Katya still lived, he had to find her.

      What would he do if he did? It was possible she had been tainted by Tenebeth. As much as he hated to admit that to himself, what other answer made sense? And if she had, would his connection to the elementals allow him to heal her, or had she been tainted by Tenebeth for so long that she was no longer the woman he once had known?

      Maybe Ciara could help. Jasn had seen the way she had nearly expelled Tenebeth from Thenas. And if she could do that with Thenas, then she might be able to do the same with Katya.

      “Have you heard what’s happened here since you left?” Jasn asked.

      “Only that you’ve had some trouble.”

      “Trouble? I’d say that Thenas appearing would be some trouble.”

      Wyath tapped on his thigh and turned his gaze toward the north. “Thenas was dead. We left him in Tsanth—”

      “We thought he was dead. You should have seen the power he possesses, Wyath. There were five shapers attacking, and we were doing nothing to stop him.”

      “Even Alena?”

      “The egg. When she attached to it, the egg took most of her shaping ability, like it was absorbing it from her. She wasn’t able to do anything against him.” That hadn’t stopped her from trying, though. Jasn shouldn’t have been surprised, but still he was. She had been willing to face Thenas with little more than her sword and the memory of what she could shape. Now that the egg had hatched, she had some of her ability back, but she was still not the shaper she had been. Jasn wondered if she ever would be.

      “Ah, damn,” Wyath whispered. “Then how did you manage to defeat him?”

      “Not sure that defeat is what we did. Ciara—the girl from Rens,” Jasn explained, and Wyath nodded, “there’s something she can do. I don’t fully understand it, but she uses that long spear of hers and can summon shaping power. She was able to use it to draw enough power to scare him off.”

      And more than that, really. She had managed to draw enough that she had forced Tenebeth from him.

      “Cheneth knows of this?”

      “He wasn’t here during the attack, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Wyath’s eyes narrowed. “Not here? Who’s been teaching Ciara, then?”

      Jasn shrugged. “He’s been in and out of the barracks the past few weeks. Ciara has studied on her own.” Jasn didn’t know if that had been Cheneth’s intent, but that was the result. And maybe she had learned enough because of that, though he had the sense from Ciara that she hadn’t wanted to study by herself, that there was something she feared when she attempted to do things on her own.

      Wyath started toward the main part of the barracks, moving quickly, his steps determined.

      “Where are you going?” Jasn asked.

      Wyath glanced back. “Time to find out what’s been going on. Need Cheneth to answer a few questions.”

      “About Ciara?”

      “That, and others.”

      Jasn hesitated before hurrying along with Wyath. Since Ciara had managed to defeat Thenas, a growing discontent had settled into him. He might be able to learn enough to speak to the elementals, though the connection was faded since they had returned, making him wonder how much of that had been because of the draw on him from the draasin egg through the connection to Alena, but facing Tenebeth was another thing altogether. If five shapers, one connected to the elementals, couldn’t slow a servant of Tenebeth, how did they intend to stop him?

      Now, more than ever, Jasn knew that was what he needed to do.

      As much as he wanted to search for Katya, he couldn’t. The threat to others from Tenebeth, from the darkness, was too great for what he might want.

      The thought hurt, but it was one that she might have understood. She had always wanted him to be a healer, had always pushed him to learn as much as he could from Oliver. Only now that she was gone did he really understand.
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        Will Tenebeth target the draasin and the egg? Does the darkness prefer the younger elementals?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Cheneth waited for them in his dorm, the door left unlocked, as if he had known they were coming. Wyath pushed it open and hurried inside, barely pausing as he made his way into the room.

      The scholar sat in the back of his room behind his desk, face buried in one of the books piled on top. A shaper lantern glowed with a soft bluish light, different than the pale white light found in the lanterns within Ter.

      Behind him, Ciara knelt on the ground and seemed to be doing something with her spear, as if tracing the patterns found on it. Jasn had seen what happened when she managed to light those patterns, how power managed to flow from it, though he still didn’t quite understand what it was she did. Something that required a certain dancing and her tapping on the ground with her spear. Beyond that, Jasn still didn’t know what she did.

      Cheneth looked up as they entered. “Wyath. You’ve returned.”

      “You knew that I’d returned the moment I came back.”

      Cheneth smiled. “That I did. I expected you to come here first, but I suppose you wanted to get a feel for what was happening around the barracks.”

      “Seemed like that would have been for the best, don’t you think?” Wyath asked. “Especially after what I’ve seen.”

      Cheneth closed his book and sat up. “What did you see?”

      “Movement in Rens. Massive buildup of soldiers sent by the order. You have any idea what that’s about?”

      Cheneth took a breath. “Some. I still am not certain about everything.”

      “Because you’ve been gone.”

      “No. It’s because I’ve been gone that I have the questions I do. There is”—he glanced at Jasn—“something afoot in Atenas. I thought I might find answers, but there are none for me there. Only more questions.”

      Wyath nodded to Ciara and grabbed a chair, pulling it around to sit across from Cheneth. “Buildup taking place makes me nervous, Cheneth. I think it should make you nervous, too.”

      “It does, but for different reasons than you realize.”

      “And what reasons are those?”

      Cheneth closed his eyes and sighed. “I’ve… been trying to understand what has changed and why Tenebeth has become more powerful.”

      “And do you think you do?” Jasn asked.

      “I think there is more to it than I expected. The simple answer is that he should not have been able to escape from the dark. There were… measures… in place that held him there. But something changed, and now he is gaining a strength he should not have. I’m afraid it has progressed beyond the point of our ability to contain him, at least fully.”

      “What kind of measures?” Jasn asked.

      “The kind that we’re beginning to comprehend.”

      Jasn stood for a moment, not sure that he followed. “You mean the elementals?”

      Cheneth nodded. “I think so. They seem to serve a purpose, one that few of us really understand. Perhaps none really understand,” he said, mostly to himself. “They are connected to the elements, tied to the greater force that flows in the world, that which Ter calls the Creator, that which Hyaln refers to as Ethera, and that the elementals call—”

      “The Mother,” Jasn said.

      Cheneth nodded. “The Mother. Perhaps the same. Or maybe it is not. There is still so much that I don’t understand, and that makes me afraid. If Tenebeth fully escapes… when he escapes… there will only be a few with the knowledge and the potential to stop him.”

      “Ter has been attacking the elementals. The draasin at least,” Jasn said.

      Cheneth nodded. “The draasin aren’t the only elementals that suffer, but they are the only ones you can see. The others face much the same pain as the draasin. They fade, falling back against the onslaught that is Ter’s attack.”

      “The attack is on Rens,” Jasn said.

      “Is it?” When Jasn didn’t say anything, Cheneth went on. “You think the attack is on Rens, but how certain are you?”

      “I know the reason the order was sent to Rens,” Jasn said.

      “You know the reason the Seat claims to have sent you to Rens,” Cheneth said. “Is it possible there might be another reason, and that there might be another attack that could take place, one that you aren’t aware of?”

      Jasn thought about it. He’d seen the attack on Rens, the way that countless shapers and warriors had been sent to Rens, so many of them dying… or disappearing. Always the reports were that the Rens attack was too fierce. Seeing Ciara, he could believe that, but he began to wonder if maybe there was more to it. What if there was some other reason the order had gone into Rens?

      “I see that you have questions,” Cheneth said. “I do as well. Something released Tenebeth, and I fear whoever did will think to use that power. We need answers, and I can’t find them on my own.”

      Wyath grunted. “Where do we look then?”

      Cheneth met Jasn’s eyes. “I would have you search. Perhaps you will get them where I cannot.”

      Wyath leaned forward. “You think to send him away? Where, back to Atenas?”

      “Not Atenas,” Cheneth said. “We have others in Atenas that I would ask to help, but there is another place that Jasn Volth could go, were he to choose.”

      Jasn held his breath. “Where would you have me go?”

      “It is a place you have never been, one that will require you to travel beyond Rens.”

      Wyath turned to Jasn, shaking his head. “You don’t have to do this, Volth. The last time you were there…”

      “I know what happened the last time I was there.” And he knew what Wyath meant. Not the last time Jasn had gone to Rens. That had been when they discovered the draasin egg that had bonded in some strange way to Alena. No, Wyath feared what would happen if Jasn returned and had to be the Wrecker of Rens.

      Only he wasn’t sure that he could, even if that was something he wanted. The Wrecker was dead, and only this Jasn Volth remained.

      “I want to help,” Jasn said.

      “There are other ways you can help,” Wyath said, looking from Jasn to Cheneth.

      Ciara had sat silently but now had her spear resting on her lap. What must she be thinking? Jasn hadn’t asked her if she had ever heard of him, if she knew what he had done in her lands before returning to Ter, but mostly that was because he hated the idea of admitting who he had been.

      “There are other ways,” Jasn said. “I don’t know what Cheneth has in mind, but I want to help defeat Tenebeth. I want to do all that I can to ensure that Thenas and any others like him are stopped.”

      “And Katya?” Wyath asked.

      Jasn swallowed, avoiding the strange look that Ciara gave him. “Katya would understand. At least, the woman I knew would understand. She would have wanted me to do anything I could to help.”

      Cheneth nodded to him. “Then it is time for you to take the next step in your training.”
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        I have been a fool. The endless war distracted my attention from this greater threat.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      “What do you see from up here?” Eldridge asked.

      Reyanne leaned on the block overlooking Rens, her face an unreadable mask. She’d said little since Eldridge guided her from the great hall, and moved with a soft, shuffling gait. Where had the order found her? And how had she managed to rise so quickly within the order?

      “I see Rens,” Reyanne said.

      “Your homeland.”

      Her expression didn’t change, but something flickered across her eyes. Irritation? Sadness? Maybe a mix of both, he decided.

      “Once it was, Bishop.”

      “You can call me Eldridge.”

      She turned away from the view of Rens. “You are a bishop in the College of Scholars, are you not?”

      Eldridge nodded. The title meant little these days. Once, before he’d left Atenas, earning the rank of bishop had been important. He’d had dreams of one day rising to the level of cardinal, perhaps even leading the scholars, but his interests had changed the moment Cheneth selected him to study in the barracks. Even then, Eldridge had known Cheneth was more than he appeared. Only now did he understand why.

      “Then you have earned the right to be called bishop.”

      “You have studied in Atenas?” he asked. The wind swirled around her. As usual with the wind, he could almost see it, as if he could stare hard enough and the elementals would appear. He knew they floated in the wind. More than one, from the way that they spoke to him. But he’d never seen them, not really.

      “I could not be raised to the order without studying in Atenas,” Reyanne said. “As you well know, Bishop. Why don’t you ask me the question that’s really on your mind?”

      Her youth disarmed him, but then he wondered if maybe he’d been misled. Perhaps she wasn’t quite as young as she appeared. The people of Rens often had a more youthful appearance than they should, in spite of the heat and the sun they lived under.

      “When did you leave Rens?” he asked.

      “I have not left Rens.”

      “Then you still serve your people.”

      A smile played across her mouth and she turned back to the wall overlooking Rens. They stood atop Jornas Keep, the turret here rising high, high enough to give a good vantage of the rest of the city below as well as the shifting landscape between what had once been Rens and Ter. The wide Foash River flowed between the lands, and Jornas sat just on the Rens side of the water. Vibrant green plains stretched across the Ter side, but on the Rens side, the ground had already begun to dry as it approached the river, as if something more than simply the water separated the two lands.

      “As you serve yours, I suspect,” she said softly.

      That time, Eldridge smiled. Few picked up on the fact that he was not of Ter. He had taken much effort to hide that fact, even though within the College of Scholars, many came from outside the borders. The college served all lands and none. But many came from Ter.

      “You’re observant,” he noted.

      “As are the scholars.”

      “I couldn’t help but note how you managed to calm Deidre within the hall.”

      “She can be excitable, but she means well.”

      “How were you able to calm her as you did? It was more than what you said.”

      Reyanne said nothing for a moment, letting the increasing breeze billowing around the tower pull at her. The wind was unshaped, though he didn’t know what effect the elementals had in it. Possibly they were one and the same, if what he’d learned while studying in the barracks was true, though he no longer knew how much he really understood. These days, he didn’t feel like a bishop within the College of Scholars. He felt more like the newest initiate, fumbling with every bit of knowledge he acquired.

      “You are a powerful shaper,” she noted.

      “I think you’re mistaken.”

      “Am I?” she asked, turning toward him. “You pull on the wind and command it in ways that few others manage. I would say that equates to power.”

      “Much like the way you were able to soothe Deidre. Was it earth?”

      It was a guess more than anything. Eldridge didn’t have the ability to shape anything other than the wind, but he had knowledge of each of the elements and an understanding of the way they could be used. Earth could be used to soothe another, but very few shapers ever managed to use it in such a way.

      “Earth,” she said quietly. “Earth can be seductive, you know. Much like the wind. And fire. But water came first. Always water in Rens.”

      The girl they’d found in Tsanth had said much the same. She had gone with Volth and Alena back to the barracks with the intent of learning from them. Since leaving, Eldridge hadn’t returned to the barracks and didn’t know if she really had the potential that Wyath suspected. But the woman had seemed to think something special about the girl, and Cheneth had claimed the woman should be trusted. So where did that leave Eldridge?

      “That wasn’t a water shaping,” Eldridge said.

      “No? I thought you weren’t able to shape, Bishop.”

      “I shape wind. And I study the elements. That would not be water you used on Deidre.”

      Reyanne let out a frustrated breath.

      Connected to the wind as he was, Eldridge recognized the way she forced it away from her, soft but annoyed. There were advantages to reaching the wind, to listening to the way it flowed around everything. Not the least was his ability to hear conversations he would otherwise be excluded from, though some—like Cheneth—knew how to seal him off so that he couldn’t overhear what was said.

      “You have a connection, don’t you?” Eldridge asked.

      “What do you know about it?”

      “Only that there are some shapers with the ability to reach a deeper connection to the elements. They have a more profound attachment, and through that, their abilities manifest in ways other shapers are not capable of.”

      That seemed about as specific as Eldridge dared go with her. Revealing more meant he would reveal secrets she might not be ready for, especially if she denied the connection to the elementals. But they needed to find others with that ability, and before Tenebeth managed to claim them, especially after seeing the way Thenas had been used.

      “Earth answers me,” Reyanne said. “Water first, but not as strong as earth. I can do things with it. Use it in ways that others…”

      “Your instructors?”

      She met his eyes. “Atenas taught me many things, Bishop. I learned to control the water in ways I would not have in Rens. I learned to draw upon fire, even if my touch is not as strong as some. And I learned to listen to the wind, including the way that you pull at it.”

      Eldridge suppressed his surprise. Had she known the way he used the elemental, drawing upon the strength of his connection to shape more strongly than he would otherwise? That seemed unlikely, but only as unlikely as her ability to soothe another shaper with earth.

      “And earth?”

      “There was only so much that I could learn of earth in Atenas.”

      “Because you already knew?”

      “Because the way I use earth is different than what I found in Atenas. I don’t understand it, and maybe I’m not meant to, but it’s almost as if I hear a voice guiding me, showing me ways to use it that I would not otherwise be capable of doing.”

      Eldridge stepped forward. That was the admission he’d been waiting for. The acknowledgement that she could speak to the elementals, even if she didn’t know what she did. “There is a place where you can learn to control this ability,” he began, “a place where others know such a connection.”

      “You would study me, Bishop?”

      “Not study. Train. And you would learn from others like yourself who were not able to learn traditional techniques for shaping.”

      As he waited to hear her answer, curious what questions she might ask next, a loudly tolling bell began to ring at the edge of the city.

      To his ears, enhanced by his connection to the wind, the bell sounded terribly loud. “What is that?”

      Reyanne stared into the distance, into the growing darkness of the night. A frown furrowed the corners of her mouth. “We have not heard the bells here in many years. Before I came to Jornas.”

      “What is it?” he repeated.

      “An attack, Bishop. Jornas is under attack.”
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        Hyaln traditionally studied four aspects of contact to the elements. The enlightened reach spirit and many would believe they are the most potent connection within Hyaln, but each branch makes a similar claim.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara stood in the clearing outside the camp, staring at the draasin. She barely had to tap the j’na now for the connection to it to return. Had she finally learned what she needed to know well enough that she no longer had to struggle to reach the summons?

      She tapped the spear again and light surged once more.

      Strange that she had managed to learn what she had without any teaching. When Cheneth had returned, he had forced her to go through the different patterns, and she had managed to complete them without the same difficulty she had before. Only, she still had not attempted to reach the lizard. She didn’t dare. If she called Tenebeth again, even if it was accidental, she wasn’t sure she would be able to suppress him. She had done all that she could so far and still barely survived. How would she ever be able to defeat Tenebeth?

      And now Cheneth wanted her to go with Jasn Volth beyond Rens. The idea once would have appealed to her. Not only because it was Volth, and there was something so captivating about him and the strength she had seen from him, the way he was almost as hard as a man raised in Rens—certainly harder than what she had seen in Fas—but because the opportunity to return to her homeland should appeal to her. Only, it did not.

      When she had seen what happened to her father, and to Fas, and to all the others she cared about, she had been afraid. Truly afraid. That was not the mark of a nya’shin. And now Cheneth claimed she was more than nya’shin, that she was to be ala’shin.

      The draasin looked at her with deep orange eyes that seemed to know what she was thinking.

      “I don’t want to return to my home,” she whispered.

      The draasin snorted.

      Ciara wished she had the ability to speak to the draasin in the same way Alena did. From what Alena had shared, this draasin—the one Alena referred to as Sashi, a name that sounded too much like an insult in Rens for Ciara to use it to refer to the elemental—had been summoned from far across the sea.

      Had it been by her father?

      The draasin would likely have given some sort of reaction were that the case. But then who? Another of the ala’shin? Ciara didn’t know enough about the other villages, only that they existed, that their people still communicated, though infrequently. Had she remained in the village, it was possible she would have joined the elders and she could have made the crossing to the maorl, the annual meeting place.

      Water sensing revealed Jasn Volth coming near.

      She might be able to use her strange summons in ways she still didn’t understand, calling to the elementals, but she could not use those powers the way Jasn Volth so easily did. She could still sense water, though her time here had blunted her ability somewhat, but she had much practice in reaching water.

      “I’m not certain you should do this,” Jasn said to her.

      He wore a long brown cloak that covered his sword, which was his constant companion. His mouth was a hard, flat line, but his eyes were soft, giving lie to the annoyance that he displayed.

      “Cheneth told us that you would not make this journey alone.”

      “He made it.”

      “I am not sure Cheneth is like us, Jasn Volth.”

      He was stronger and more knowledgeable, and Ciara wondered if Cheneth would be able to defeat Tenebeth were he to come. The scholar claimed he had immunity to Tenebeth’s call, something Ciara would like to have, especially with his strange, seductive cry. There were nights when she lay in the bed staring at the ceiling, thinking she heard the same call trying to draw her away from the barracks. She had refused, but would she always? How many times would Tenebeth attempt to reach her?

      “No. But that doesn’t mean that he’s right every time.”

      Ciara tapped her j’na on the ground as she approached the draasin. Spending time with her had made her less nervous around the elemental than she had been before. That and the fact that the summons seemed to work as she needed made her much more comfortable. And at least this draasin hadn’t simply abandoned her when they had traveled to Rens, not like the first time she’d ridden.

      “I have asked, Jasn Volth. She will take you.”

      Jasn stopped and stood in front of the draasin, his hand raised. Somehow, through the summons, she was able to detect the shaping he used. She might not know which of the elements he controlled, but she could feel the effect on the draasin. It was a soothing sort of sense, one that led the creature to lower her head.

      Ciara snapped the j’na on the ground.

      The sound and the summons attached to it broke through the shaping Jasn used. The draasin sat up, shaking her head from side to side, flashing her spike as if in warning.

      “I don’t think you should do that,” Ciara said.

      Jasn considered her a moment and then nodded. “Are you ready?”

      “I am, but then, I am not the one searching for my lost lover.”

      Jasn blinked. “Not lost,” he said softly. “She’s supposed to be dead.”

      “And you fear that Tenebeth claimed her.”

      “I fear that might be what happened,” Jasn agreed.

      “And Cheneth has convinced you otherwise?”

      “He’s convinced me there’s the possibility that alternatives exist. I will take any alternative I can.”

      “What if she has been claimed by Tenebeth?”

      “Then I hope you will find a way to help her.”

      He watched her in that intense way he had, his dark eyes piercing through her. Ciara felt her heart flutter and wished she had some way of shaping to slow it. A flush washed over her, starting in her toes and building, rising up through her, and she looked away, afraid to stare too deeply into his eyes.

      “Cheneth asked that we stop before taking you beyond the waste,” she said.

      Jasn frowned. “He did?”

      “He thinks there’s a place you need to see before you go.”

      As she told him, Jasn only nodded.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The draasin settled them to the ground outside K’ral, the cool Tsanth air billowing against her cloak. At least this time she was dressed better for the weather, nothing like the last time she’d been here, dressed in only her elouf, the thin fabric not enough to keep her warm.

      Dew dampened the ground. Water pressed all around her, but now so did a connection to fire. She had barely to set the j’na to the ground to reestablish the summons for the draasin. At least now she had the hope that she would not be left here, not as she had the last time. Even if she was, she was with Jasn Volth.

      The thought made her flush again. Thankfully, he wasn’t watching her, instead looking all around. During the flight, Jasn had kept his hands on her hips, afraid to hold on to the draasin itself. She hadn’t been able to hide the heat flowing through her or the way that her heart pounded. At least she had the excuse that they rode the draasin. She wouldn’t have to explain the reason her heart raced or the way the blood pounded in her veins or the warm flush that filled her cheeks.

      “I have been here only once,” Jasn said. “And that was when we found you.”

      Ciara tapped her j’na. The draasin watched her, and she sent an image of the draasin staying where she was, wanting her to remain in place rather than flying off. If she could convince the draasin to do that, she would feel better. As much as she might like having Jasn Volth around, she didn’t want to have to rely upon him staying with her.

      “I had not been here before either.”

      “I never asked how you ended up in Tsanth.”

      “The draasin,” she answered.

      “You summoned the draasin to bring you to Tsanth?”

      “I summoned the draasin, but I had never managed to do it before. And once I was here, the draasin flew off, leaving me. I thought that I would die here.”

      She remembered too well the first night she had been here, the cold air biting through her elouf and her chained to a post, unable to move. Olina had claimed it was a test, a way to prove she hadn’t been tainted by Tenebeth, but Ciara still didn’t know if that was true or if it had been fear that had driven the wise woman to leave her. That had been the second time she’d faced Tenebeth and the first time she really understood the darkness he controlled.

      “You didn’t come here to learn?” Jasn asked.

      “I don’t know why the draasin brought me here.”

      Jasn stopped next to her, staring down at the village as he did, and sighed. “Perhaps they knew you needed to come to the barracks. That you needed to find Cheneth.”

      Ciara hoped that was true. The alternative—that the draasin she had summoned had somehow been controlled by Tenebeth—made her more afraid.

      She hadn’t shared that concern with anyone, not wanting to reveal her fear. She had proven she could ride the draasin, and she was a nya’shin. Ciara should have control over her fear. Only, that wasn’t as true as she wanted.

      Such as when she stood next to Jasn Volth, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from him and smell his strong, masculine scent.

      Ciara pushed down the flush that came over her again. She could not let herself think like that, not now that she knew she was ala’shin and that she needed to somehow reunite the people of Rens. Even more than that, she suspected. She had to help not only Rens, but somehow all the lands threatened by Tenebeth… only, she didn’t know if she could.
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        Those who study the rune traps can hold massive amounts of elemental power. Volth triggered a trap with barely any training. He intrigues me nearly as much as Ciara S’Shala.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The inside of Olina’s home had a certain warmth to it. The fire blazed in the hearth, and Ciara sat in the same chair that she’d sat in when Olina had welcomed her, holding a steaming cup of broth that had once been too hot for her to drink. Now when Ciara brought the cup to her mouth, she sipped, tasting the heat but not overwhelmed by it.

      “Cheneth has taught you much,” Olina said.

      “What has he taught me?” Ciara asked, her other hand holding on to her j’na. Were she separated from her spear, she would not have the ability to summon the draasin, let alone any of the other elementals.

      “You came atop the draasin again. I can feel her presence.”

      “Do you speak to the draasin?” Ciara asked. With what Cheneth said about the wise, she had wondered if that were how they controlled them.

      The older woman shook her head. “I do not have such a talent, not as the other you went with possessed. And she might speak to them, but there is a different sort of connection to the draasin when you summon them, different than what the wise possess.”

      She’d noticed that the draasin had treated her differently than Alena. Alena spoke about the draasin struggling to find herself, to understand what had happened after she had been healed, but Ciara saw none of that. She had simply flown with her, had used her connection to the draasin and the summons to return. How did the wise communicate with the elementals? She suspected there was more than what Olina let on.

      Carth took another slow drink of the broth. The woody flavor rolled along the sides of her mouth and seared her throat, but still she managed to drink. “You sent me to Cheneth so that I could learn, but he didn’t teach me anything.”

      “There are many types of learning, nya’shin.”

      “Did you know that Cheneth taught my people?” That was the reason that Ciara had wanted to come to Tsanth and find Olina again. She needed to know whether the woman had known about Cheneth when she met her the first time.

      “I knew Cheneth long ago, before he ever left Hyaln.”

      “What was he like then?”

      “Observant,” Olina said softly. “A dangerous man, at least to some. When he left, he was given the assignment to remain in Rens, but he chose to offer guidance to the people. Few expected him to survive for long.”

      Ciara leaned forward. She hadn’t heard that.

      “The war between Rens and Ter had only begun, but it was obvious even then that Ter and their shapers would overpower Rens. A few of us understood what that meant, especially to the elementals in Rens.”

      “And what would that mean?” Ciara asked, but she already thought that she knew. There was a reason Cheneth had taught her father and the others like him how to summon the elementals. He hadn’t wanted them attacked and had wanted to do what he could to prevent their destruction. Doing so meant teaching the ala’shin how to summon.

      Olina took a sip of her broth and then set it on the ground. “Ignorance doesn’t suit you well, ala’shin.” She said the word with the same inflection that Cheneth had used, something between a command and a request that sent her heart fluttering slightly.

      “Who intends to release Tenebeth? Who has been drawing him?” Cheneth hadn’t discovered the answer yet.

      Olina leaned back in her chair and rested her head. “The answer to that is both longer and shorter than I can explain. Know that there are those who know and still have risked drawing him forth. Arrogant men and women who think that they can command rather than be commanded.” She closed her eyes. “You saw what happened with Nevan. Even here, when he knows the dark touch of Tenebeth, we have those who have risked what they should not for power. Now imagine if you already had knowledge and went searching for power.”

      Ciara took the last sip of her broth. “The riders. That’s who you mean, isn’t it?”

      Olina opened her eyes and turned her attention to the fire. “They are riders now, but they should not be.”

      “Why?”

      “Long ago, riders filled the sky. The draasin were summoned, but not only the draasin. Other elementals answered the summons, as well.”

      “The wise.”

      Olina turned away and nodded.

      “What happened with them?”

      “Elementals were turned, and those who once rode were defeated. The others chose to leave.”

      “You mean from Hyaln?”

      “Hyaln is not the place it once was.”

      “Why would Cheneth want Jasn to make the journey if it would place him in danger?”

      “There are those who still understand the darkness that threatens the world. There are those who still could help, were they only coaxed.” She sighed. “I do not know what Cheneth thinks this other could do, but would not doubt that he is right.”

      “And what of me?”

      “You must continue to understand your power. You must continue to understand why you can reach not only the draasin, but nobelas.”

      “And other elementals,” Ciara said softly.

      Olina’s eyes widened slightly. “Even more reason that you should focus on learning. When you do what Cheneth asks, you must return, demand that he teach, and prove your willingness to learn.”

      Ciara stood, leaning on her j’na. “You sent me to Cheneth, but I don’t think that he wants to teach. I could have returned to Rens and—”

      “And what? Your father would not have been able to teach you what you need to know. He might be ala’shin, but he is not enlightened.”

      “And even the enlightened has not proven to be helpful.”

      “You ride the draasin. You have called other elementals. I think that you have shown much growth in the past month.”

      Ciara nodded, not willing to argue. How much of her growth was simply because she had practiced, and how much had been actual teaching? To her, it didn’t feel as if there had been much actual teaching. She had spent more of her time alone, especially at first. It had taken her helping in another attack for the shapers of Ter to welcome her, and even then, the welcome had not felt particularly warm. There had been Jasn and Alena, but other than them, none of the other shapers were pleased that she was in the camp.

      And now she was afraid to even attempt any summoning other than with the draasin. At least with the draasin, she had the connection to her, she had the experience of riding her, but the others… they were unpredictable, regardless of what Cheneth might think.

      “Why did you return, ala’shin?” Olina asked. “If you feel there is nothing for you to learn, why did you return here?”

      Ciara shook her head. “Because Cheneth asked it of me.”

      “He asked, and you came?”

      “He asked, and I brought another with me. That is the reason that I’m here. I’d hoped that you…” Ciara tapped her j’na softly, shaking her head as she did. “It doesn’t matter what I’d hoped. But Cheneth thinks that you can help another.”

      “The one you will take to Hyaln.”

      She nodded.

      Olina stared at the fire for a moment and then stood. “Show me to him. I will see what Cheneth the Enlightened thinks that only Olina the Wise can do.”
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        The ala’shin would learn more if they trained with summoners, but the summoners of Hyaln do not care to teach. They feel their knowledge must remain within their sect, though those of the other branches each know something about it.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Jasn Volth stood on the outskirts of the small village of K’ral, staring at the collection of buildings in the early morning sunlight. Dew glistened on grass and on the slate roofs, and a cool breeze pulled on his cloak. The air smelled of earth and the fresh rain and life, a stark difference to what he’d experienced while in Rens. There, all he’d known had been death and the hardness of the lands.

      The draasin sat on the other side of the hill. Even from where he stood, Jasn could feel the heat radiating from her body, the power of fire that flared in her lungs. The ride had been exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. Somehow, Ciara had handled it easily.

      A part of him wondered if he should have remained in the barracks rather than attempting to travel to Hyaln, but he had agreed. And Ciara seemed to think he needed to speak to the old woman here. She seemed to know something about the darkness, the shadows that Cheneth and the others from the barracks understood.

      Jasn made his way down the gentle slope, his boots slipping on the damp grass, and reached the flat area around the village itself. Ciara had asked that he wait, that he give her time with the woman first, and he had been willing to do so, but now he went, knowing that it was time that they continue onward.

      Which home would be hers? Knowing that she was some sort of leader to these people did nothing to help him find her.

      Using earth sensing to guide him, he focused on the village. Once, he would never have claimed much strength in earth, but that was before he’d studied with Alena. There was no doubting that she had increased his skill and that because of her instruction, he had managed to develop a level of proficiency he never would have thought possible in Atenas. Not only strength, but subtlety with shaping as well, a way of shielding his work. Using earth, he reached throughout the village, searching for the sense of Olina and Ciara.

      At the edge of the village, he found them.

      Jasn walked to Olina’s home. He could have used a shaping, but he wanted to think about what he would say when he arrived. There were questions he’d wanted answered for the past year, and if she had any answers, he wanted to know them.

      As he reached her home, the door swung open.

      The old woman stood in the doorway, leaning on a gnarled cane with carvings set along its length. She wore a simple white dress, and her gray hair was pulled back in a braid. When he neared, she tapped her cane twice on the ground, making a loud snap, and something like a shaping built, reminding him of the way Ciara summoned her power.

      “You are later than I expected.”

      “Where is Ciara?”

      “She has returned to the draasin. You and I must speak first.” She tapped her cane twice more, and again it snapped loudly against the ground.

      Jasn touched the hilt of his sword before following her. This was why he had come. What might she know that could help him find answers?

      The inside of her home was modest. A plain, stout wooden table with three mismatched chairs around it took up most of the space along one wall. The wide hearth at the other end of the home crackled with a soft fire. Stacks of ceramic jars were shoved into another corner. A simple pallet to sleep on took the other.

      “Sit. Sit.” She took a pot of water from the hearth and poured a bitter-smelling, steaming liquid into two mugs.

      “I’m fine,” Jasn said.

      She offered one of the mugs to him. “You have traveled during the night to reach me. You should sit. And drink.”

      Her voice carried the same command he’d heard from officers within the order. Jasn sat with a smile and took the mug.

      “Traveling at night is more dangerous than any other time?”

      She tapped the side of her nose. “You have seen him, so don’t think to play coy with me.”

      “Tenebeth?”

      She nodded. “Those who serve him prefer the darkness. Better to hide their shadows. Tenebeth cares little for such things, but it’s his servants who do. Best to make certain that you’re protected.”

      Jasn pulled the mug to his nose and sniffed. As she poured it, he had thought it bitter, but there were hints of mint and sweetness mixed in as well. “What is it?”

      “Only something to take away the chill.”

      “I haven’t been tainted, if that’s what you fear.”

      She tapped her cane on the ground. In the confines of the small house, the crack that erupted nearly split his skull. “You don’t know what Olina fears, now do you?”

      Jasn frowned and had started to set the mug down when Olina cracked her cane against the ground again. He looked up and saw her standing only a few steps away, now with the cane outstretched. The carvings along the side reminded him of the runes used on the draasin pens, the same runes that secured earth within the shaping. As he stared at the cane, he realized that some of the shapes glowed.

      With a nod, he brought the liquid to his lips and took a careful drink. It was hot and nearly burned his throat, and tasted about as it smelled. Not unpleasant, but he would have preferred a mug of ale or glass of spiced wine instead.

      As he drank, Olina nodded. “Now. You have returned to K’ral, warrior. What is it that you want?” She settled into one of the wooden chairs and kept her hand on her cane.

      Did she use it to augment shaping in some way? When she tapped the cane, Jasn felt the way the shaping built from it, though he had none of the ability to detect what element she shaped. That alone was unusual, especially after the time he’d spent in the barracks studying.

      “I thought you were expecting me. Not able to tell what I want, too?”

      “Just because Cheneth sent word that you were coming doesn’t mean that I knew why, warrior.”

      Jasn hid his surprise behind the mug, taking another drink as he did. With each sip, the steaming liquid scalded his throat. He considered shaping it cooler but suspected that would only upset Olina. “I want to know what happens to those he claims,” he said softly.

      She grunted and lifted her cane as if to tap it on the ground again, but instead poked his chest. “You think it’s safe for you to ask these questions, Wrecker?”

      She knew who he was. Jasn shouldn’t be surprised. And, likely if she spoke to Cheneth, then she also spoke to the elementals and knew he had been tainted at one time.

      “I think there are questions I need to ask and answers I need to find,” he said carefully. “That’s the reason he sends me to Hyaln.”

      “What is it that the Wrecker of Rens would like to know about Tenebeth? Does he think to call to the darkness? Does he think that will make him stronger as he faces Rens?”

      “If you speak to Cheneth, then you know the answer to that already.”

      She grunted. “Cheneth shares only what he chooses. And he only shared that you were coming, nothing beyond that.”

      Jasn chuckled. At least they had that in common. “I think Tenebeth claimed someone I cared about.”

      Part of him still couldn’t believe Katya might live. He’d spent a year—more than that—thinking her gone, willing to die himself. And maybe she was gone. Maybe if Tenebeth had claimed her, she was as good as dead, but he didn’t want to believe that, not if they had managed to heal a tainted draasin.

      Olina tilted her head to the side and studied him with her deep blue eyes. She settled her cane on her lap as she stared and tapped at it with her fingers. “It explains much, doesn’t it?” she said softly. Jasn realized she wasn’t speaking to him but didn’t know whether she spoke to herself or the elementals. “That is why you went to Rens.” She looked up and met his eyes with a hint of sadness in her expression. “You didn’t know of your connection to water then, did you?”

      Was it compassion or pity in her eyes as she stared at him? Either way, it didn’t matter. He had come to terms with his fate long ago. “I didn’t know,” he said. “I wanted revenge for what happened to her. For what I thought had happened to her,” he said, correcting himself. And now he had no revenge and didn’t know what had happened to Katya. Alena didn’t even know. That might be the hardest part of it.

      “You will not find revenge with Tenebeth,” Olina said. “There have been others who have tried, and all have suffered the same fate.”

      “And what fate is that?”

      She lifted her cane and set it on the ground next to her. “He turns them.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments until Jasn broke it. “What can you tell me about those he turns? Where do they go? What do they do?”

      She sighed. “Some become the riders. You saw a rider twisted by Tenebeth.”

      “Thenas,” Jasn said. “His name was Thenas. He trained with Cheneth as well.”

      The corners of Olina’s eyes wrinkled. “Cheneth came too late to understanding the real risk, and now there is only so much that he can do.”

      “Why did you not help?

      “There is nothing that the exiles from Hyaln could do. Not with them.”

      “Them?”

      “You will learn soon enough. If Hyaln accepts you, you will learn.”

      Jasn sighed. “How can I find her?”

      Olina turned to the fire and took a drink from her mug as she shook her head. “There is no finding Tenebeth.”

      “I don’t want to find Tenebeth. I need to find her.”

      “As I said, there is no finding Tenebeth, for he will find you. And that is why Cheneth sent you here. Now rest, Wrecker, and we will learn if you pose a risk by going to Hyaln.”
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        Now that I understand the extent of what we face in Atenas, I need to search for the commander. He has remained difficult to find, and most believe that he remains within Rens, leading the attack, but I do not think that he is there. Where else would he be? What else might he do?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Jasn awoke to find Olina staring down at him. She watched him with her bright blue eyes, leaning on her cane as she did, the crooked fingers of her left hand caressing the runes on the cane.

      “You have been here long enough.”

      Jasn slid back and looked around. The fire had faded, leaving little more than glowing embers. The mug he’d been drinking from rested near the wall, the steam still drifting from the top of it making him wonder if she had shaped what she’d brewed for him. “How long has it been?”

      Jasn rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he worked to clear his head. Dreams had haunted him while he slept, memories of Katya and of their last few days together, mixing with the fear of what he suspected had happened to her. If she had been claimed by Tenebeth, was she even his Katya anymore?

      In the dreams, other questions had come, but one had bothered him the most: had she ever been his Katya?

      She hadn’t told him about the barracks or what she did there and the way she learned about the draasin. Jasn doubted he would have understood anyway. Before he’d lost her, he had been committed to water and the healers. The idea of what he would become would have been too foreign for him to understand.

      “Long enough, Wrecker of Rens.”

      Jasn stood and leaned against the wall. He felt as if he’d slept for weeks rather than for hours. His head throbbed, almost as if he’d had too much ale.

      His gaze drifted to the still-steaming mug. Was this what Cheneth had wanted?

      The old man told him that Olina could offer a way to Hyaln, but Jasn hadn’t expected anything like this. This… He didn’t know what this was.

      Starting toward the door, he staggered, needing to hold on to the wall to keep himself from falling. Had she poisoned him?

      Olina watched him, not making any effort to help.

      He should have been more alert. What had he been thinking coming here, risking himself by appearing at this woman’s home, not knowing anything about her other than that she seemed to know Cheneth. And he didn’t even know if that were true.

      Reaching for water, for the elementals, he sensed them distantly. Calling to them still didn’t come naturally to him, not as it seemed to for Alena and Wyath.

      Am I poisoned? he asked the elementals.

      He attempted to shape water, to direct it inwardly, but shaping didn’t come to him as it should.

      The elementals surged, and a cold flush washed over him.

      You are unharmed.

      Unharmed. Then what had happened?

      When he reached the door, he threw it open and looked outside. Bright sunlight streamed in and he shielded his eyes against it.

      “What did you do to me?” he asked, turning back to see Olina standing near her hearth. A soft glow surrounded her.

      “Do? I do nothing, Wrecker. Only what was asked of me. You would pose a risk going to Hyaln if you were not tested.”

      His legs began to give out, and he pulled on an earth shaping to strengthen him. “Cheneth had you do this to me?”

      She snapped her cane against the ground. A shaping surged over him. “He is enlightened, but he does not always know what he asks.”

      Jasn staggered back into her home. His legs wouldn’t carry him even were he to risk venturing outside her home. Shaping might help, but in his current condition, he didn’t dare risk attempting to travel that way. Not until his mind cleared more.

      “Why? Why would you do this to me?”

      “Why?” She snapped her cane again, and again a shaping washed over him.

      Jasn still couldn’t detect the intent of the shaping or what it did to him. Was it the shaping that incapacitated him? If it did, where was the water elemental that had always healed him in the past?

      “If you are to go to Hyaln, you must be free of any darkness. If you are not, even those you care about will be in danger.”

      “Then I won’t go to Hyaln. I’ll find Katya…”

      Olina sniffed. “As I told you, you cannot search for Tenebeth. He comes to you. And if you intend to return your friend, you must be ready. Not only your ability to shape, to use the elements to protect yourself, but your mind. That must be safe.”

      She took a step toward him and snapped her cane on the ground again. “There is a reason Tenebeth cannot touch my mind. Much like he cannot touch Cheneth.”

      She grunted and suddenly was right in front of him. How had he missed her moving so quickly? With a sharp snap snap snap, she made a circle around him. Jasn went rigid, unable to move. “There are things Cheneth cannot teach. Even he knows this. At least he recognizes that he must seek help.”

      “Now. You have gone through the first of the cleansing. This is the second. I will not promise that it won’t hurt, but if you come through, you will be stronger than you were before. Only then will you be allowed to travel to Hyaln. Only then will you not pose a danger to others.”

      She danced around him again, her cane quickly snapping along the ground. Jasn lost track of it, the steady rhythm as it struck the wood floor. Each time it struck, there came the pressure of a shaping that washed over him. He fought it at first, but realized quickly that he could do nothing to oppose it. It slammed into him with the same rhythm of her cane, tossing him around in the confines of the circle she made.

      Flashes of color swirled around him.

      The pain and fogginess in his mind began to clear and he reached for a shaping. Whatever Olina intended with him, he would stop. Earth came to him, answering his call, but when he attempted to shape against what she did, he found that nothing changed, as if what he attempted bounced off the shaping Olina worked.

      For a moment, he contemplated unsheathing his sword. He even reached for it, but when he attempted to pull it from its hilt, the sword wouldn’t move.

      There was nothing he could do.

      The tapping of her cane against the ground came louder and more steadily, the pace of it increasing as she circled around him.

      Shaping after shaping spilled over him, slamming into him, rocking him from side to side until he no longer resisted the effect. What good would it do him to fight? The shaping struck him again and again. His mind cleared, but was that because of his fear of what was happening or because of what Olina actually did?

      Then she stopped.

      She tapped her cane another three times. Each snap came louder than the one before. With the last, the shaping exploded from her and settled over him, pushing downward as if attempting to slide through his body.

      When the shaping passed, the confines of the circle lifted.

      He stumbled forward, trying to keep his footing. The weakness that had overcome him had lifted as well. Now he was left with a sense of fatigue, but not as he’d had before. This was the sense he had when running for a long time, or shaping for hours, nothing like the strange lack of clarity he’d had before she began shaping.

      What had Olina done to him?

      He attempted a shaping. Water first. Always water.

      Power surged from him, stronger than it had in some time. He strained for the elementals and found the connection to them just at the back of his mind. Attempting to reach the other elements found them equally accessible.

      “You are clear, Wrecker. At least that much is in our favor. But I do not know what will happen when you reach Hyaln.”
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        There must be a way to ensure the darkness is eliminated from those crucial to what we face. Somehow we must protect them as well.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Eldridge leapt forward on a shaping of wind. There would be time to question Reyanne later. For now, he wondered why an attack would come so close to the traditional border with Ter when none had occurred for years. The war had been about pressing the border deeper into Rens, claiming as much as they could. Why now?

      Is he here? Eldridge asked the wind.

      The elementals didn’t dare to talk about Tenebeth, fearing his presence. They had a different term for him, one that Eldridge hadn’t fully discovered yet, but they knew him the same way Eldridge had come to know him. They recognized the darkness and feared it.

      We cannot tell, small one.

      He raced forward on the wind and realized Reyanne trailed him. The shaping she used appeared to exclude the wind, which meant she didn’t travel the same way other warriors managed. Could she exclusively use earth as she shaped? No earth shaper had managed to travel in such a way as far as he knew. Water, if the connection was right. A few fire shapers were rumored to have such an ability. And wind. Wind was the most common. But not earth.

      Yet she followed him.

      “You should stay back in the city, Bishop. Let the warriors handle this.”

      He ignored her. Once, he would have been content simply letting the warriors take care of it, but that had been before he went to the barracks and before he understood there was another war they fought, one that was not about borders or the people within the different countries. No, that war was about control. Not only for the elementals and their freedom but for maintaining control of their minds.

      What can you tell me? he asked the wind.

      It swept away from him as the elementals raced away for answers, gusting against the shaping he used to travel. In moments, they returned a surge of wind, forcing him to adjust his shaping.

      Darkness falls.

      Eldridge sighed. Darkness. Tenebeth. And only him to face it. The warriors of Jornas would help—he had no doubt about their ability—but they would not know what they faced. And if Tenebeth had twisted the elementals and forced them to aid him, there would be little they would be able to do to defeat him. There wouldn’t be much that Eldridge could do, for that matter.

      Take her from here, he asked of the wind. If Tenebeth came, and if Reyanne was attuned to the elementals, she would be in danger. That was the risk with Tenebeth, the way other shapers were exposed. Eldridge hoped his connection to the elementals, the duration that he’d managed to speak to the wind, would protect him, but even that was not guaranteed. Only knowing that Tenebeth existed made it more likely he’d be safe.

      The wind started to push against Reyanne, but she used a shaping that swept it away. “What is this, Bishop?”

      Eldridge allowed himself to slow. They were near the outer edge of the city, with only the wall separating it from the rest of Rens. In the distance, Eldridge could feel a growing chill blowing in. Mixed with the chill was a new odor, one with undertones of rot. The elementals were right: darkness was coming.

      “This is me getting you to safety,” he said.

      Reyanne laughed. “The scholars now think to protect those of the order?”

      Eldridge met her eyes. “No. I intend to protect you.”

      The wind kicked up, sending dirt swirling around him. The elementals mixed within it, but he noted they were less present than they had been. His connection to the wind remained potent, but faded. He suspected he would be able to reach to the elementals and draw on their strength, and possibly even pull them back toward him, ask them to help, but doing so might place the elementals in danger when Tenebeth came. And he would be in danger as well.

      “You speak to earth, Reyanne.”

      “Speak? I can shape each of the elements, if that is what you mean.”

      “It’s more than that, and I will explain to you later, but you are unsafe here.”

      “I am unsafe, but one of the scholars is not?”

      “It’s unsafe for me too,” Eldridge said.

      The wind gusted, now threatening to throw him from the sky. Without his connection to the elementals, Eldridge suspected that it would. Even connected, even with the elementals guiding him and assisting him as he maintained his place in the air, he struggled.

      The sky darkened, as if thick clouds suddenly settled across it.

      Damn. How much time did he have?

      Thunder rumbled, and Eldridge readied for an attack. Sharp needles of rain began pelting him, and he shaped a buffer of air to prevent 0the rain from hurting too much.

      They couldn’t remain here. If Tenebeth himself came in the attack, Eldridge would be overmatched. If someone he’d claimed came with him, then he would definitely be overmatched. Without having others—with his impressive ability with healing, Volth might be able to help—Eldridge might not be able to do anything if they were truly attacked.

      Turning to Reyanne, he caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye. As he did, the elementals surged toward him, sending him flying back uncontrollably, where he knocked into Reyanne.

      A blast of fire erupted around him.

      A chill raced along his spine that had nothing to do with the temperature of the air.

      A draasin.

      “Riders!” Reyanne shouted.

      Her shaping exploded from her, streaking toward the draasin. Earth flung on the wind, mixed with heat and water in power that Eldridge had rarely seen from anyone in the order. He understood now how she had managed to rise as high as she had, and as quickly.

      Other warriors from the city appeared. Deidre shaped lightning mixed with wind and sent it at the draasin. Another shaper, a younger man with haunted eyes and a burn across one of his cheeks, built his shaping, melding it into the attack that Deidre used on the draasin.

      Even combined with Reyanne, the attack wasn’t enough.

      The draasin seemed to capture the shaping and simply deflected it.

      Not the draasin, Eldridge realized, but the rider atop the draasin.

      They had known Rens had riders, but it wasn’t until going to the barracks that he had learned those riders weren’t truly of Rens. And it wasn’t until recently that he understood about Tenebeth and what he intended.

      The draasin flipped his wings, slicing through the cold air, ignoring the shapings thrown in his direction. Eldridge added his connection, pulling on the wind, and on the elementals that he detected there, but the shaping was not strong enough to overcome what the dark riders commanded.

      The draasin started to spit fire. Reyanne used a shaping of earth, throwing it at the draasin, and caught it in the mouth, sending it dropping to the ground.

      The young man shouted, “We’ve got it!”

      But the draasin’s tail swung toward him. The long spikes on the powerful appendage made nearly as good a weapon as the fire the creatures could spit, and one of them struck the warrior in his stomach, piercing him completely. His victory scream cut off suddenly as he plunged with the draasin.

      The elemental managed to right itself and shook the warrior free. He dropped to the ground. Eldridge didn’t dare risk going after him. Even were he to reach him in time, there would be nothing that could be done, not without more shaping talent than existed here.

      The draasin snapped, lunging toward Deidre. She and Reyanne combined their shaping and wrapped the draasin in bonds that began to constrict the wings.

      For a moment, Eldridge thought that might be enough. Maybe he had underestimated the potential of the shapers found outside the barracks. These warriors fought against Rens and the draasin constantly. Of course they would have found tricks to protect themselves.

      Deidre screamed.

      Eldridge glanced over. He couldn’t see anything wrong, but her body convulsed, her back going straight and her legs flailing in the air.

      She started to fall.

      Help her, he asked of the elementals.

      He didn’t have time for much else. The draasin and its rider turned their attention to him and Reyanne. They needed to find a way to slow the draasin or they would be overwhelmed. And if Eldridge failed, he knew what fate awaited Reyanne.

      Though he couldn’t ask the elementals to risk themselves against the rider—if the darkness had claimed the draasin, there was a chance it would claim the wind as well—but he could ask that they slow the creature.

      We need to escape, he sent to the wind.

      You will have the time you need, small one.

      “We have to go,” Eldridge shouted. The wind picked up in a violent gale, throwing the draasin backward.

      “We can’t go!” Reyanne said. “Deidre is injured, Jaren possibly dead. The others haven’t come. If we leave, the city will suffer.”

      And if they didn’t leave, more would possibly suffer, he knew. But Reyanne could not know that yet. She needed more time.

      The wind continued to push against the draasin, and Eldridge began to feel hope that the wind elementals might be strong enough to press the draasin away from the city. Maybe they would be able to do more than simply delay the attack. But then the wind shifted painfully. Now it tore at his skin, the sharp needles of rain becoming more like knives.

      Had the wind been turned?

      Gods, he hoped not. If Tenebeth could turn every elemental that he touched, nothing would slow him.

      The draasin righted itself, soaring with more stability on the wind.

      Reyanne readied a shaping, but Eldridge knew it wouldn’t be enough. He had done all that he could, and there wasn’t anything more he would be able to add.

      He could stay and try to fight, knowing that he would fail, or he could run and lose Reyanne to the darkness.

      Looking upon Jornas, on what would be lost if the draasin remained unopposed, he hated the decision he had to make, but if he died, he wouldn’t be able to help anyway. Better to run, learn more, and bring the fight back to this place than to die uselessly.

      As he began the shaping that would carry him away, he felt a familiar sense of lightning and thunder in the air. Reyanne shouted excitedly.

      More warriors would appear.

      And if they sided with Tenebeth? What then?

      Then he would demand the wind carry him as quickly as it could. Jornas would be lost, but Eldridge would live to attempt the fight another day.

      When the lightning came, a flash of light so bright that it blinded him momentarily, he felt confusion at first. Calan and Ifrit appeared on the storm.

      Calan surveyed the attack, noted Eldridge, and frowned briefly before turning his attention to the draasin. The stone chains wrapped around his neck and wrists swung in the air as he threw them toward the draasin. Ifrit grabbed the other side, and together they managed to secure its wings.

      The rider attacked.

      She wore all black and leapt on a sizzling connection to Tenebeth. Eldridge didn’t know if it was shaped or if the connection came another way and these twisted disciples of Tenebeth were able to tap into some dark power directly.

      The attack streaked toward Calan, but he deflected it with a shaping of wind and earth rising from the ground.

      “The rider!” he shouted to Reyanne. “Disarm the rider!”

      She couldn’t take her eyes off Calan, and Eldridge understood. As a shaper, seeing someone trained at the barracks and who had the confidence that Calan managed must be impressive. Eldridge had been around shapers with the skill that Calan possessed long enough that it no longer had the same effect, but he remembered well the way he’d felt when he first watched Wyath shaping. Now there were others, like Calan and Alena, who shaped with the same skill.

      The rider attacked in a flurry of power.

      Calan was thrown back, the stone chains knocked from his hands. Had Ifrit not been there, holding tightly to the chains, the draasin would have been freed. Instead, the draasin tilted to the side, long claws reaching to try to throw the chains off.

      Eldridge used wind, sending it in a spiral at the rider.

      She threw off the wind with nothing more than a shrug.

      “Reyanne!” Eldridge shouted.

      She managed to pull herself back together and called on earth, drawing it up and around the rider, trapping her legs. As she did, Eldridge used wind and forced the rider down.

      He glanced at the draasin. Calan sorted himself out again and grabbed the end of the chain. Between him and Ifrit, they pulled the draasin down, drawing the creature to the earth, and pinned it there with the chains.

      The rider thrashed, but Reyanne held her in a more potent grip than she could escape from. Eldridge turned his shaping, drawing the air from her lungs.

      The rider’s thrashing eased and then stopped completely.

      “Hold her in earth,” he said to Reyanne.

      To her credit, she nodded rather than argued. Then he released the connection to the wind, letting it flow back into her lungs.

      “Can you keep her confined?”

      Reyanne shot him a sharp expression that was all the answer he needed.

      He turned to see Calan standing atop the draasin, sword in hand. With a furious jab, the sword plunged into the back of the draasin’s neck and the elemental sank to the ground, blood pooling along the side of its long neck.

      Ifrit held on to one end of the stone chain, but the tightness to her eyes made it clear to Eldridge that she wasn’t certain she agreed with killing the draasin. Short of having elemental shapers from each element, Eldridge knew of no other way of stopping it.

      “Who are they?” Reyanne asked in a whisper.

      Eldridge watched as Calan severed one of the draasin claws and then he and Ifrit removed the chains, coiling them once more around his neck. “They are draasin hunters.”

      “And that is why you want me?”

      He turned to Reyanne and then looked past her to the bound rider. Would they be able to learn anything from a rider tainted by Tenebeth? Would it even be safe to keep her confined? He would have to find a place to hold her, but where?

      “Not for that,” he said. “But a task no less dangerous.” He pulled his focus back to Reyanne. “Now. Will you come with me?”

      She stared until Calan disappeared on a bolt of lightning. Ifrit lingered, her lips moving silently, making Eldridge wonder how tightly she had connected to the elementals because of Volth’s healing, and then she shaped herself away.

      Only then did Reyanne answer. “I’m not sure I have much choice.”
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        I thought the ala’shin would be the one I would send to Hyaln, but it is Volth who must go. If I am right about what I suspect, he is the only one who might be able to gain the knowledge we need.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Alena sat in her dorm, watching the draasin as he climbed over the obstacle she’d made of a chair and a small rock, wanting to give the hatchling something to distract him. Otherwise it would be her that he climbed all over, tearing at her neck and ripping small gashes in her flesh with his tiny—but sharp—talons. She doubted he harmed her intentionally, but she was not a draasin, and though she could use earth to toughen herself, she preferred to leave him on the ground where she could watch.

      The fire dancing in the hearth blazed brighter than most, as if having the draasin in the room with her made it stronger than it would be otherwise. She stared at the flames, almost convinced there was a pattern swirling there. Her fingers tapped on the arm of her chair, and the fire surged.

      Alena shook herself, trying to clear her head. Shaping the fire—even unintentionally—would do no good. Neither would simply watching the draasin. She needed to get herself moving. There were other things in the barracks to worry about now that she’d recovered her ability to shape, not the least of which was how to keep the hatchling hidden. The others in the barracks feared the draasin, and for good reason, but they wouldn’t be afraid of the hatchling. And she didn’t know what they would do to the little one if given the chance.

      Then there was what Calan might intend now that he knew of the draasin and Tenebeth. She needed to bring him around. Or Cheneth needed to bring him around. Calan was a skilled hunter, but more than that, he was a powerful shaper. If anyone could help in the days ahead against a threat so powerful as Tenebeth, it would be Calan.

      A hard pounding at the door caused her to look up.

      She glanced at the draasin, wishing he would hide.

      The draasin stopped crawling over the rock and started toward her bed in the corner, crawling up onto it and burrowing beneath the covers.

      Had he understood her?

      The pounding at the door came again.

      Stay hidden. She didn’t know if the draasin could hear her like the older ones did or if it mattered, but if the elemental could stay out of sight, then he would be in less danger.

      Cheneth stood on the other side of the door. He wore his usual cloak, his glasses hung low on his nose, and he carried with him a short walking stick. “Are you alone?”

      “The draasin is here,” she said.

      “Good.”

      Cheneth pushed into her dorm and closed the door. Using a shaping more complex than she would have managed so quickly, he placed a seal around the room and then tapped his walking stick on the ground once as if to emphasize what he did.

      Power surged.

      She stared at the walking stick. “That’s like Ciara’s spear, isn’t it?”

      “They are similar but not the same.”

      “She said you taught her father.”

      Cheneth made his way into her dorm and stopped in front of the fire, propping up the chair she had tipped over for the draasin and pushing the rock out of the way. When he sat, he tapped the walking stick on the ground twice in sharp succession, and the draasin popped his head out of the blankets on her bed.

      “I thought you said you can’t summon the elementals.”

      “Summoning is a very different thing than what I can do. When I know they are present…” He tapped again, and the draasin kept his head up, eyes swiveling around. His tiny wings unfurled and he attempted to flap them.

      “Enough,” she said, going to the draasin and patting him on the head. “Don’t get him too worked up, Cheneth. I don’t want others to know he’s here.”

      “There are enough who know that it no longer matters.”

      “It matters,” Alena said. She could defend the draasin from only so many people. If they came for him, how far would she go? Would she be able to prevent Ifrit from reaching him? Calan? How many others would she be able to stop if it came to it?

      Not enough, she knew. Not nearly enough.

      Cheneth took the walking stick and set it over his legs. He pulled his glasses off and tucked them into his pocket. “I taught Ciara’s father,” he said. “The war had only just begun. Ter attacking in Rens, making a play for the border cities. Hyaln had sent me away, asking me to observe and report back.”

      “Is that what you’re doing, then?”

      He smiled. “I think they would be disappointed in the level of service that I’ve provided, but I’ve done what I thought was necessary.”

      “By creating the barracks.”

      Cheneth leaned forward and fixed her with his hard gaze. “I didn’t create the barracks.”

      “I thought—”

      “No. You know the barracks were created by Nolan with the intent to hunt the draasin. That much is true. That was the reason men like Wyath and Calan were recruited. It wasn’t until I came that the mission of the barracks shifted, as did those we recruited.” Cheneth leaned back, his gaze drifting over to the hatchling. “I wanted to understand the war and find some way to end it. I thought… It doesn’t matter why I thought. What matters is what we’ve discovered.”

      “The war continued, and Nolan demanded his hunters. Wyath knew that we had to find a way to end it and did what he could. And then you after Wyath was harmed, injured so that he couldn’t continue. The war shifted, Ter pushing against Rens, driving them from their cities. Even the ala’shin I trained weren’t enough.”

      “They weren’t like Ciara.”

      He shook his head. “None like Ciara. I had not expected to see power such as she possesses, and so naturally. But her father… he learned to summon the draasin quickly. That was the pattern I knew the best, the easiest to teach.”

      “How did you know such a pattern?”

      Cheneth turned. Firelight danced in his eyes, giving him a haunted appearance. “Hyaln once summoned the draasin. There once were riders who filled the air, calling to the draasin.”

      “What changed?”

      “Hyaln changed, it seems.”

      “The summons?” she asked.

      “The summons itself is not dangerous, and I think the summoners the key to stopping what has happened.”

      Alena looked over to the draasin. She would not have survived binding to the egg had she not shared a connection and had Volth not possessed his connection to water.

      “How? We don’t even know how we can stop it, and if you’re right, and now Atenas is involved.”

      “Yes. Spirit concealed them from me before. I should have expected it, but made a mistake.”

      Alena started to smile, prepared to tell him that there was no such thing as a spirit shaping, but the intense expression on Cheneth’s face told her otherwise. Instead, she said, “No one can shape spirit.”

      “None of the warriors of the order have ever shaped spirit,” Cheneth agreed. “But that doesn’t mean that others cannot.”

      “What can shapers of spirit do?” Alena asked.

      “There are many things that shapers of spirit are capable of doing, but it is the connection to the elementals that creates the most opportunity.”

      “You shape spirit.”

      Cheneth nodded. “I shape spirit. Not as strongly as some. When I learned of what happened in Atenas, combined with what I’ve feared now that we’ve discovered Tenebeth is freed, I stayed to learn. I needed to know.”

      “Why not return to Hyaln for answers?”

      “I would not be welcome there. I was not supposed to demonstrate the summoning to the ala’shin. Such a thing was considered forbidden. Now I am something of a pariah to Hyaln.”

      “So you can’t return.”

      “I cannot, but still I needed to understand.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I am saying that those who freed Tenebeth likely trained in Hyaln.”

      “You sent Jasn there!”

      He nodded. “Because I had to know. If any could survive, it would be the Wrecker of Rens.”
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        The purpose of the barracks has changed. No longer is it to end the war with Rens.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Wind whipped suddenly, hot and violent. Thunder rumbled and lightning crackled.

      Alena raced forward to the shaper circle, determined to get there before Cheneth.

      When the dust and wind settled, Eldridge stood next to a dark-skinned woman who reminded her of Ciara. Another rested on the ground at their feet.

      Alena gasped.

      “What are you doing bringing her here?” she asked.

      “Nice to see you too, Alena.”

      “Blast you, Eldridge. Don’t you know what you’re doing?”

      She glared at him, but he only shrugged. “Alena, this is Reyanne.”

      “Reyanne?” she asked, confusion rising within her. “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I know that it’s not, but that’s the answer you’re getting. Now help me carry this one to Volth. She needs healing, and I suspect he’s the only one who can do it.”

      Alena stared at the person at Eldridge’s feet. Blackness swirled around her, nearly as dark as night even though the sun shone brightly. She wore leather of a similar darkness and held a sword that looked nothing like those of Ter.

      “You brought a servant of Tenebeth to the barracks?” Alena hissed.

      “I brought someone in need of healing,” Eldridge countered. “Now, you shape earth and water better than me, so will you help move this one for me?”

      “You can’t touch her,” Reyanne said.

      Alena ignored the comment. “What are you thinking?” she demanded of Eldridge. “We’ve barely survived an attack from Thenas—twice—and now you bring another with the same power here!”

      “Thenas was here?” Eldridge asked.

      “He came for the draasin. Ciara chased him off.”

      “Ciara? That the girl from Rens?” Eldridge asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And she managed to run off one of Tenebeth’s servants on her own?”

      “There’s something about her spear,” Alena said.

      Eldridge glanced to the woman at his feet. “Then she might be needed, too. We’ll need both of them.”

      “But Eldridge,” she said, “they’re gone. Cheneth sent them to Hyaln.”

      As he let out a frustrated sigh, the figure at his feet stirred.

      Reyanne shaped earth with vast control to wrap her more tightly, securing her in place.

      “You can’t leave her out here like this,” Alena said.

      “No. And she can’t be killed. Not until we have answers.”

      “I don’t know that any of Tenebeth’s servants will provide you with the answers you seek,” Cheneth said, striding forward.

      Alena faced him. “Did you know he was coming with… with this?”

      Cheneth crouched in front of the person and waved a hand overtop of her, making a point of not touching. “Damn you for always being right, Eldridge.” He looked over to Alena. “The person she was remains intact, only buried.”

      “That’s why I brought her here,” Eldridge said. “Thought that Volth with his unique abilities might be able to help, but Alena tells me the nya’shin might be even better.”

      “She’s ala’shin,” Cheneth said.

      Reyanne snapped her head around to look at Cheneth. “You have one of the ala’shin here?”

      “Did. Until she returns, I will do what I can with this one, though we may have no choice but to destroy her.”

      “We can learn much from her,” Eldridge suggested.

      Cheneth glanced up to Alena and then sighed. “Perhaps we can. I think the pen should be secure enough,” he said to Alena. “We will need to free your friend, but then I doubt he will travel all that far from us.”

      Alena focused on the draasin in the pen. He listened, as if waiting for what she might intend, almost as if knowing that she would reach for him. “Are you certain that is wise with Calan—”

      “What of Calan?” Eldridge asked.

      “He might have decided he no longer wishes to be a part of the barracks,” Cheneth answered.

      Eldridge whistled softly. “A dangerous game you’re playing here, Cheneth.”

      “It’s no longer a game. As the summons I answered on your behalf will attest.”

      “Summons? Atenas?”

      Cheneth nodded. “I’ve helped stave off some of it, but I think you will be needed there, my friend.”

      “I will help take care of this one first and then will go.”

      Alena didn’t remain to listen to anything more, hurrying onward to the pen. The draasin greeted her as soon as she pulled the door open, standing in the doorway, wings spread as if ready to take flight at that moment.

      Lren.

      Your den is needed. There is a servant of Voidan brought here who will need this space.

      The draasin snorted. You still think you can save those Voidan has tainted.

      We saved the female.

      You did, but think of the effort it required.

      I am. I saw how Ciara nearly scoured Tenebeth from Thenas, she said. And if she can use her spear for that, maybe she can help this other.

      What would you have of me, Lren? You would release me to return to Rens, where I will be hunted by your other?

      I would rather that you remain.

      You have bonded another, Lren. You do not need me.

      What bond?

      You will understand in time. But for now, I will stay with you. Perhaps your forest will provide an interesting hunt.

      So long as you don’t burn it down.

      You think I have so little control over fire?

      Alena smiled. No. I think you have all the control that you wish. May you hunt well until I see you next.

      The draasin lowered his head and regarded her with his dark orange eyes for a moment, then he climbed from the pen and, with a powerful flap of his wings, he leapt to the air, disappearing into the forest.

      Once the draasin had departed, she sensed the sustained connection to the elemental within her mind. The draasin remained a strong presence, and she felt as if she could call to him, though the link wasn’t at the same level as what she experienced with the hatchling. She didn’t understand why, but the connection there was even more powerful than what she shared with the other draasin. Had she formed some sort of bond with the draasin?

      “Has he gone?”

      She turned to see Cheneth coming toward her. The dark shaper came on a shaping of earth and wind, secured between Eldridge and Cheneth.

      “He’s gone. But not departed.”

      “Good. We may have need of elemental power.”

      “Why? What’s changed?”

      Cheneth nodded toward the draasin pen. Now it would be Tenebeth’s pen, or at least his servant’s. “There is a stirring on the air. Change is coming, Alena, and it comes more rapidly than we may be ready to deal with.”

      “And that’s why you went away? Why you went to Atenas?”

      “I went to Atenas because Eldridge was summoned. But that is not where I have been the whole time. No, there is more taking place than even I realized.”

      “Even as enlightened?” Alena asked, following them as they brought the dark shaper into the pen and set her on the ground. The stone chains were placed overtop of her, and then Cheneth used a shaping she didn’t recognize to seal them to the ground, holding her in place. With what she’d seen of Thenas, she wasn’t sure that would be enough.

      “Serving as enlightened doesn’t give me any more insight than any other. And I had been away from Atenas too long. It was good that I returned.”

      “Why did Oliver call?” Eldridge asked.

      “I begin to understand why Tenebeth has returned. And perhaps we are in more danger than we even realized.”

      The words hung in the air.

      “How can we be in more danger,” Alena asked. “We’ve seen what happens with his power, the way that Thenas could not be stopped. That seems bad enough.”

      “Oh, it is,” Cheneth agreed. “But there is more. And I will share with you my concerns, but after. First, we must find help for this one. I might be able to stabilize her until Ciara returns, but the rest will be up to our ala’shin.”

      “Why does it matter so much if you stabilize her?”

      “Because this, Alena, is Bayan.”
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          Ciara

        

      

    
    
      
        
        We must soon mobilize. I will need to renew connections, and must find a way to seal off Tenebeth if we manage to defeat him. I don’t think that I can work alone, but will others who study agree to work with me? Will Hyaln? Will the college?

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The draasin carried them beyond the waste. Ciara kept her gaze fixed on the ground as they flew, staring at the flowing dunes of sand. From above, and moving as quickly as the draasin managed, she found them beautiful in a strange sort of way, much different than the harsh and painful heat she experienced when down in the waste.

      “What are you looking for?” Jasn asked.

      “Not looking for anything.”

      “Nothing lives there.”

      Ciara smiled to herself. “You would be surprised, Jasn Volth, at what lives there.”

      They continued flying, soaring south, the dry heat shifting, cooling somewhat, as they made their way beyond the waste. Ciara frowned as they crossed over the massive crevasse and stared at the wall and the drop into the ground far below. Even from here, the drop seemed impossibly steep. How had she survived?

      Jasn put his hands on her hips, and she resisted the urge to turn back and face him, not wanting him to see the way she flushed every time he touched her. But then, as a water shaper, it was possible he already knew.

      “How do you know where to find Hyaln?” he asked her.

      “I don’t.”

      “Then how are we supposed to find it?”

      “I don’t think we are.”

      That had to be the reason Cheneth had wanted her to bring Jasn to Hyaln. Only the draasin would be able to find the way. Ciara had sent an image of what she wanted, and from there had asked the draasin to bring her there.

      They soared, catching a heated current of wind that blew against her face. Ciara closed her eyes, surprised to find that she enjoyed the flight with the draasin, that it was less terrifying than she had expected. Each time she rode with the draasin, she felt a different set of emotions, this time more wistful than anything.

      After a while, the draasin began to descend and landed on the hard rock. The sun had started to set, leaving streaks of orange in the sky. Ciara wished they had waited until the morning to leave, giving them a full day to travel, but she didn’t know how far they had to go to reach Hyaln, and the draasin wasn’t giving her any clue either.

      “This can’t be Hyaln,” Jasn said, looking around.

      Ciara was surprised that she recognized where they were. This had been the place where she had seen Ter shapers attacking the draasin—maybe the same Ter shapers that she now worked with. “Not Hyaln,” she agreed.

      The draasin waited for them to climb down and made her way to the deep pool of water, lapping at it. Ciara and Jasn waited until she was done before drinking what they needed.

      Jasn wiped his arm across his mouth when he finished. “I should have brought a waterskin for this trip.”

      Ciara hadn’t thought of carrying a waterskin with her for weeks. Water was prevalent throughout Ter, and she didn’t have to struggle as she once had, not suffering with the constant thirst as she had while growing up in Rens. But now that she was back, she found that she had gotten softer. Would she still survive in Rens if she returned, or had she changed so much in such a short period of time that she was no longer fit to be nya’shin?

      She wandered away from the water and smiled when she saw a shriveled brown husk lying on the ground. Ciara lifted it and shook the gourd, listening for the sloshing of water within.

      “What is that?” Jasn asked.

      “It’s called a water flower. These kept me alive when I crossed the waste.”

      “You crossed the waste? On foot?”

      “Not everyone can travel as your shapers can,” she said.

      Jasn looked at the draasin and smiled. “No. You get to travel in a much better way.” He sighed. “Strange, thinking that I once wanted nothing more than to kill the draasin. And now here I am, riding one and wishing I could be more like you so that I could summon the draasin myself and learn to ride them as you have.”

      Ciara tapped her j’na and the draasin looked up, eyes catching the glowing light of the end of her j’na. “And I have longed for the ability of a shaper, to be able to control the elements and know that power.”

      “I think your ability is better in some ways,” Jasn said.

      “And I yours.”

      They fell silent, almost as if neither wanted to say anything more. He stared at her, his eyes fixed in that intense, bright-eyed way that he looked at her, and she looked back at him, forcing herself to meet his gaze. Energy seemed to course between them, and neither wanted to move or risk breaking the strange, building power that rose, almost like lightning preceding a storm. Even the cool breeze reminded her of a storm…

      “Tenebeth,” she whispered.

      Jasn unsheathed his sword and spun, as if expecting the dark to attack. “Where?”

      “Not here yet,” she answered. But she could feel Tenebeth coming. That was the surge in energy that she’d detected, that power she had felt. The wind and the distant rumble of thunder only confirmed it.

      “We should go,” Jasn said.

      Ciara looked around the hard landscape. Other than the rocks and a few plants growing throughout, there was nothing here. “Where would we go? Do you think we can outrun Tenebeth when he comes for me?”

      Jasn looked over to her. “This is not your fault. He wants your power, your ability, but you have refused him. I’ve seen that strength in you, Ciara. You have not let him reach you, and you will not let him do so now.”

      “No? When Tenebeth chases me wherever I am, you think this is not my fault? I think he’s come for me again, Jasn Volth. He wants—”

      The air exploded with lightning, followed by a concussive peal of thunder.

      Ciara staggered back, nearly losing her j’na.

      The dark shaper stood in the midst of the lightning strike. He eyed the draasin and then turned to face Ciara and then Jasn.

      “You’re a long way from the barracks,” the dark shaper said with a sneer.

      Jasn jumped forward, his sword suddenly glowing. He slashed and struck at the dark shaper, pulling on power so strongly that she sensed it. “Thenas!” he screamed.

      Water surged from within the pool, responding to the power of Jasn’s shaping. Ciara was overwhelmed by the strength she sensed, wishing she had the same ability.

      Thenas caught Jasn’s sword. Where he touched, the bright light faded, absorbed by the darkness. “You have chosen the wrong side, Volth.”

      Jasn attempted another shaping, swinging his sword around, but it missed and Thenas pulled on the blade, tearing it free from Jasn’s hand.

      Thenas swung the sword toward Jasn’s head.

      Ciara shot forward, spinning with her j’na, and caught the edge of the blade on her spear.

      She twisted, and the sword went flying.

      She tapped her j’na on the ground, and the sound came out soft and muted, nothing like the sharp crack she knew was necessary if she were to oppose Tenebeth.

      Thenas smiled. Darkness streamed away from him, creating a buffer that prevented her from fully using the j’na.

      She tried again, slamming her j’na to the ground, taking the step that she knew was needed, and again there came the soft, muted thump. Light flickered on her j’na and then faded again as if it had never been there.

      The draasin rose to her feet and slammed her tail into the ground.

      If she did nothing, if she didn’t defeat Thenas now, the draasin would be in danger. Already Tenebeth’s servant had come for the draasin twice, and now he came a third time.

      “Jasn!”

      Jasn had grabbed his sword and started to bring it back around when Thenas shot tendrils of black from his hand.

      Jasn appeared to see them too late, and froze.

      Ciara wished she could shape, wished she had some of the power Jasn possessed, that she wasn’t dependent on the j’na to use the power she needed to try to summon… what? The light? The lizard?

      The draasin roared. Flames streaked from her, warping around Jasn and striking not Thenas but the darkness that came from him, as if attacking the power of Tenebeth himself. The heat rising from the draasin rivaled what had been required for the egg, and the draasin continued to rage, shooting flames unlike anything Ciara had ever encountered at Thenas.

      The blackness faded.

      Ciara snapped her j’na to the ground. The sound filled the growing night.

      She took a step and then crack.

      Something had changed. The sound was muted again.

      “Jasn! He’s… shaping… something so that I can’t do this!”

      Jasn rolled, coming to his feet near her, his sword outstretched. Sweat streaked across his face and a jagged gash in his cheek filled in, mending as she watched.

      “Wind and earth,” Jasn said. “And he’s stronger than me.”

      Ciara looked at her j’na, wishing that there was something she could do, but she couldn’t summon the light she needed without the ability to follow the pattern. “I’m not strong enough,” she said. “I don’t know enough. We’re going to fail because of me, and the draasin—”

      Jasn touched her arm, and it tingled where his fingers rested. “You are strong enough. You stopped him when he came before. You can do this.”

      But she couldn’t. Jasn wouldn’t be able to convince her of something she knew was not possible. She couldn’t reach the pattern, and if she didn’t, then she would fail, Jasn would suffer, and the draasin would again be claimed. All because of her.

      But she had to try. For all of them—for herself—she had to try.

      Take a step. That was the hardest part.

      Ciara stepped forward. She brought her j’na up and prepared to slam it into the ground but felt wind battering against it. She might be able to bring it back down, but there was no way she was going to be able to create the necessary pattern, not to summon the power she needed.

      What she needed was something that Tenebeth feared. If only he feared her, but she knew there was nothing about her that scared the darkness. He wanted to control her, wanted to use her strange ability to summon the elementals, but fear her? That wasn’t Tenebeth, at least not with her.

      “You think shaping can defeat this power?” Thenas asked over the rising wind.

      Ciara realized Jasn had been shaping, though she didn’t know what he’d been shaping.

      Thenas sent dark power at Jasn.

      This time, he wasn’t fast enough to escape it.

      It struck him like a fist, sending him flying backward.

      Ciara cried out his name, and Thenas only laughed.

      “You mourn the Wrecker of Rens now? After all that he’s done to your people?” He laughed again, the wind pushing her j’na up and up, keeping her from even trying to bring it to the ground. “You should ask him sometime about how many people of Rens he destroyed. How he survived in Rens for a year while so many died. Ask, but only after you embrace…”

      Nobelas!

      She ignored Thenas, crying out to the lizard instead. That was the only thing Tenebeth feared, but why were they intertwined? Why was it that whenever she attempted to summon Nobelas, Tenebeth appeared? Was it something she did? Some way her summoning failed, or was there something about the lizard that drew Tenebeth?

      I need your help! I can’t summon.

      A voice flickered in the back of her mind and then was gone again, as if chased away by the wind.

      Ciara reached for it again, needing to reach the lizard. It might be the only way she survived. And if she did survive, she would need the lizard’s help saving Jasn, if he could be saved after what Thenas had done to him.

      Nobelas!

      She shouted in her mind, the urgency adding a snap to it that reminded her of the sound her j’na made, of the sound Olina and Cheneth used when saying ala’shin.

      The flicker in her mind came closer.

      I need your help!

      This time, she pushed everything she could imagine into the call, the urgency, the pressure of how she would summon, even an image of the steps she would have taken in the steady dance that would summon.

      With that, the voice was heard. There was no mistaking it, and it filled her mind.

      You finally have summoned.

      Ciara let out a relieved sigh. I need your help. Tenebeth—

      Tenebeth attacks, but through his servant. You are strong enough to face him.

      I’m not. He stops the j’na.

      You have summoned without the j’na. It is no different, ala’shin.

      Through the darkness, she caught sight of the bright eyes of the lizard looking over at her. The lizard didn’t move, made no effort to come to her, to help. Without that help, was there anything she could do?

      But nobelas claimed that she could summon without the j’na. Cheneth had made the same claim, only he hadn’t seemed to be able to show her what to do.

      There was something to the call. She had felt it when she reached for nobelas.

      Could she repeat it, but only in her mind?

      Ciara formed the image of the j’na and took the step, grounding herself so that she wouldn’t have to try to imagine too much of the summons. Within her mind, she felt it as the crack reverberated.

      The j’na began to glow.

      She smiled.

      Another step and another crack, again within her mind.

      The j’na lit brightly.

      Another. And another.

      The j’na began to push back the darkness of night.

      Thenas pressed upon her, using the dark power he commanded, but she ignored it, focusing on one more step, one more crack, and soon the j’na was bright, burning like the sun. She swung it toward him, less concerned with healing him than with destroying Tenebeth.

      The draasin-glass tip sliced through him.

      Darkness spilled out, but her j’na pressed it away from her.

      Thenas attempted another attack. Ciara felt the power of it rising around her, as if she could feel his shaping water or even command of the darkness, and she took a step, filling her mind with the sense of the crack. With the j’na, she pressed it back.

      She sliced again, swinging the j’na so that it connected with his stomach. Darkness burbled free, and the light from her spear forced it away.

      Again she attacked, and again her spear struck flesh. Each time, the light in the draasin glass threatened to fade, but she used her mental summons and it returned as bright as before.

      Thenas stopped moving, but darkness still swirled around him.

      She had raised her j’na, ready to stab him, needing to end him so that he couldn’t attack again, when the lizard raced across the rock and bounded onto his chest.

      Slowly, methodically, the lizard began running his tongue along Thenas’s face. With each pass, the color returned, reminding her of what had happened when she had touched him with her j’na. This time, she had wanted only to stop him, less concerned about saving him. But the lizard chose to save him.

      Ciara staggered back, sinking to the ground, the weight of what she had done making her weak. She propped herself up with the j’na, managing to watch as the lizard worked his way around Thenas before finally climbing down.

      Did you heal him? she asked.

      That one was beyond saving. We released the darkness.

      Why release it?

      There must be darkness and light. There cannot be one without the other.

      But Tenebeth attacks.

      That which is Voidan attacks, but even he is not the darkness, only a conduit. Much like the Mother is but a conduit.

      I don’t understand.

      You do not have to. Not yet.

      Why did you not come when I called before?

      You did not know how to summon Reghal before, Ciara S’shala.

      Ciara started to object, to tell him she could speak to him and that she had summoned him when she had been in Tsanth, when she realized what he had said.

      You are Reghal?

      The lizard brushed against her leg, and there came a flash of light as if sealing the connection between them.

      Ciara staggered back from the power that surged between them. Not only could she hear Reghal, but she could feel him, as if knowing his thoughts. As he would know hers.

      What happened?

      Reghal licked her leg. The bond is set, ala’shin.

      With that, he made his way to the draasin and curled up with her but kept his glowing eyes fixed upon Ciara.

      She stared until she realized she didn’t know where Jasn Volth had gone.

      She found him near the pool, one arm half in the water. Tentatively, she touched his neck, feeling for a pulse, and leaned close to listen to his breathing. It came slowly but steadily. At least Jasn still lived.

      His eyes flickered open and he took a deep, gasping breath. When he saw her, his gaze darted past her, looking into the darkness before settling once more on her. “Is he gone?”

      She nodded.

      “Chased away?”

      She swallowed and shook her head, wondering how Jasn would take the news that she had killed Thenas. “Destroyed.”

      He scooped a handful of water from the pool and took a drink. Sitting up, he took her hands and held her gaze. “Good.”
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          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Darkness can be destroyed by the light. The opposite must also be true. Now I must understand how we can summon the light.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      The air thinned this far to the north. Wisps of clouds blew past Jasn, but nothing more substantial than that. Gray skies threatened to spill rain but never did.

      Below him, the ground had changed to hard rock with little vegetation. Nothing seemed alive. How could this be where he was meant to travel?

      “Are you sure I should leave you here?” Ciara asked.

      Jasn glanced at her, standing next to the draasin. Since seeing the way she had defeated Thenas, he hadn’t been able to look at her the same way. There was power to her unlike anything he’d ever seen, power he couldn’t deny. But she had a gentleness to her as well and had wanted to help Thenas in spite of everything he had done.

      “I think you have to leave me here,” he said.

      “I could go with you…”

      Jasn crossed the distance between them. “And I would like that, but you’re needed in the barracks. You’re the only one able to hold back Tenebeth’s attacks if he comes again.”

      Ciara squeezed her spear and lifted it off the ground slightly. Jasn held her gaze until she looked away. If only there was some way that she could come with him, but Thenas wasn’t the only person Tenebeth would have turned. That was the entire reason for the war; Ter was convinced that Rens attacked and so invaded. And Jasn had participated, destroying so much as the Wrecker of Rens. Knowing what he did about Ciara and the way she wanted only to protect her people, he couldn’t help but feel guilty.

      “When will you return?” A soft flush came to Ciara’s cheeks with the question, and water sensing told him how her heart fluttered.

      He suspected she detected the same within him.

      “I don’t know what will be required of me. Cheneth hasn’t been exactly forthcoming about what will be expected of me here.” But Cheneth had wanted him to try to find Hyaln, claiming they would know how to find Katya. Jasn wondered if he might be able to find more than where Tenebeth might have drawn Katya. If he could learn some of what Cheneth knew, maybe he would be better equipped to face the darkness.

      Ciara tapped a hand on the draasin’s side, a movement that reminded him of what she did when summoning the creature.

      “What of you?” he asked, watching the draasin.

      Ciara’s eyes took on a troubled expression. “For so long, all I wanted was the ability to shape water so that I could be a true nya’shin, and now I have…”

      “You have something more,” Jasn finished for her. “What you can do is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. You need to continue to learn what that means so we are ready when the next attack comes.”

      “I wish…” She shook her head. “It does not matter.” Ciara tapped her spear on the ground. The smooth black stone on the end flashed with a burst of color and then faded. With a nod, she climbed onto the draasin and looked down at Jasn. “Be careful, Jasn Volth. There is much I would like to learn from you.”

      She flushed as she said it but stared at him almost defiantly.

      Jasn nodded.

      At her tap on its hide, the elemental took to the air, leaving him standing alone on the rock.

      Jasn watched as the draasin disappeared before turning to stare at the mountains. Olina had said he would find Hyaln beyond the mountains and that he would have to search for it on his own. The draasin could not come.

      After taking a deep breath, he pulled on each of the elements and crafted his shaping.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The shaping to get him beyond the mountains had drained more strength from him than it should have, but something like a barrier prevented further travel. Without his connection to the water elemental, he doubted he would have passed the barrier. Was that why Ciara had not been allowed to come? Was there a connection to the elementals required, an ability to speak to them that he didn’t know if she possessed?

      The farther he went, the more he began to wonder if this wasn’t a mistake. What did he think to accomplish by coming here? Cheneth thought he might find answers, but what if there was nothing? What if he wasn’t meant to find Hyaln?

      He shared a renewed connection with the water elemental since Olina had tested him, but was there anything he could learn in Hyaln that would help keep Tenebeth from invading his mind again? Was there really anything that would keep him from ending up tainted like Thenas?

      Yet if it meant he might be able to find—and help—Katya, it was a chance he was willing to take.

      The mountains were nothing more than a distant memory. Nothing but the same hard rock spread out around him. He felt the distant pulling of water and suspected he neared the ocean, but he couldn’t see it. Nothing else pulled on his senses.

      Jasn lowered himself to the ground as doubt crept into his mind.

      What was he doing here? This wasn’t what Lachen had asked him to do. The commander—his old friend—had wanted him to learn what he could in the barracks. But maybe he needed to find Lachen, discover what he knew about Tenebeth, and then return to the barracks.

      Jasn reached another barrier. This time, it did not yield before him.

      He lowered to the ground. If he couldn’t get beyond the barrier, he wouldn’t be able to find Hyaln, and then he wouldn’t be able to learn what Cheneth suggested he could by coming here.

      With a frustrated sigh, he turned and looked behind him. He should have returned with Ciara. They could learn together. He might not be able to do the same things she could, but now that Alena had recovered, they could work together, figure out how to hold back Tenebeth.

      A shaping built nearby and Jasn spun.

      A figure appeared in the distance. Jasn watched as it became clearer. Long, dark hair draped over the woman’s shoulders, and there was a sway to her walk, one that was almost familiar…

      The barrier dropped.

      Jasn felt it as an easing of the shaping.

      As it fell, he reached toward the woman with a water sensing. The woman paused, face shrouded in shadows, waiting.

      His shaping washed over her and his breath caught.

      No! It couldn’t be possible, not after all this time.

      Jasn started forward until he was nearly in front of her. His heart hammered wildly and he made no effort to slow it.

      “Katya?” he said in a whisper. “Is it really you?”

      A sad smile parted her mouth as she nodded.
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          Ciara

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Have we weakened Tenebeth at all? If there are others who access his power, and if they are the reason that he escaped, any victory that we have is temporary. Nobelas has proven that it can heal even those tainted by the darkness. The ala’shin must find a way to summon others, and must maintain the connection if we are to succeed. I fear we will be too late.

        —Rolan al’Sand, Enlightened of Hyaln

        

      

      

      Ciara returned to the barracks with reluctance. She hated the idea of leaving Jasn behind, especially not knowing what he might face, but she understood it was something he felt he had to do alone. Only then could he return to the barracks, if he did return.

      Why, then, did she feel she’d left a part of herself with him?

      The thought was foolish. She shouldn’t have feelings for a man of Ter, especially one who had been given the epithet the Wrecker of Rens, a story she still needed to hear and understand, but she couldn’t deny the way she felt when he gazed at her with that hot, intense stare.

      The draasin carried her across the sea. Cool air streaked over its spikes, spraying her with a fine mist that she chose not to wipe away. Through the mist, she felt connected to water, almost more than she would otherwise. Sitting atop the draasin, she felt a similar connection to fire, and to the wind blowing across her face, and could almost imagine the same connection to earth. To reach them, she suspected that she would only have to imagine the summons. The j’na strapped to her back still served a role, but it had changed.

      The flight took her back over Rens, over the waste, and she searched for her home, but not with the same fervor she once would have. With the summons, she could call the draasin, ride to Rens. She was no longer separated from her home as she had been. Cheneth and Olina might call her ala’shin, but she was a rider.

      Ciara still didn’t know what to make of that.

      Or what to make of the connection she shared with the lizard. The sense of Reghal was there in her mind. All she had to do was call it forth, let it fill her, and she would know what he was thinking, would know where to find him. Strangely, he managed to follow her across the sea, almost as if he could fly, but she didn’t think that was possible. Reghal still kept secrets, but they had bonded. Ciara would understand what that meant, would explore why they had bonded, but first she would return to the barracks.

      From her hot homeland, the ground changed, growing a brownish green. A distant river ran through, and a massive city sprawled to the north. She wondered if that was Pa’shu or one of the other great Rens cities that were no longer Rens but Ter now. Question for another time.

      Then the Gholund Mountains swept up, rising high into the sky, dark greens from the densely needled pine trees and thick oaks growing through the forest. The draasin swooped to the west, circling toward the barracks before finally landing in the clearing far outside the camp.

      She jumped down and patted the draasin’s side. Sashi was what Alena called her. Perhaps she should as well. In Rens, sa’shi meant wound and scar, a strange combination, but maybe one that fit. “Will you remain, or will you fly free?”

      Ciara no longer feared that she could summon. The movement and the connection was there in her mind, all she had to do was imagine the summons and the power returned. In some ways, it was similar to how she reached Reghal, but not quite the same.

      Sashi sent an image to her, one that resembled Alena, and Ciara understood. “She will know we’ve returned,” Ciara said.

      The draasin curled against the stone building, settling her wings around her. Ciara waited, making certain Sashi rested comfortably before starting toward the barracks.

      The sense of Reghal followed her, and she wasn’t surprised to note that he appeared almost like a flickering motion in the trees, as if chasing her.

      You don’t have to hide, she said to him.

      Not from you. But there are others.

      Ciara smiled at the idea of a shy elemental but would not force him to come out. He had saved her enough times that she didn’t want to pressure him to do anything but what he was comfortable with.

      Once down in the barracks, she was met by Cheneth, as if he had been waiting for her. He hurried toward her, reaching her as she stepped out of the forest. “You’ve returned. Did you manage to bring Jasn to—”

      “He’s there.”

      Leaving him had been harder than she expected. There was a connection between them, even if she wasn’t entirely sure what would come of it. Probably nothing. Jasn Volth still searched for his lost love. That was the reason he’d gone to Hyaln in the first place.

      Cheneth sighed. “I wasn’t certain you would survive the crossing. I feared Tenebeth might attack.”

      “He did.” Ciara explained what had happened with Thenas and how they had defeated him. She left out the part with Reghal. That didn’t seem appropriate to share. Besides, having his presence in her mind now kept some of the loneliness at bay.

      “You have survived more than what most would have,” Cheneth said. “And now there is something else I must ask of you.”
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* * *

      The inside of the stone building was different than the residences of the camp. Within the building, Ciara felt the pull of earth, the connection to a deeper power. Elemental power. She had the sense that were she only to summon, that power would answer her.

      Chains curled around the dark shape of a woman and she writhed as Ciara entered, thrashing against the bonds. Both the chains and another power that Ciara couldn’t see held her in place. Dark energy radiated from her but struck an invisible barrier and went nowhere.

      Alena stood watch along one wall. Her eyes were hollowed, deep pits that showed fatigue in the lines around them.

      “Who is she?” Ciara asked.

      Alena barely moved. “Her name is Bayan. She was—is—one of my students.”

      “Like Jasn?” Ciara asked.

      “She was never quite like Jasn. She couldn’t speak to the elementals.”

      “Then why would Tenebeth want her?”

      “She had another ability. She could detect what someone else shaped, and the intent, more discreetly than any other shaper I’ve known.”

      If Tenebeth was creating some sort of army, having abilities like that would be valuable.

      “She was with Volth when he found the draasin egg,” Alena said.

      Jasn had told Ciara only a little about what happened then. The ground collapsed and he had fallen, nearly destroyed by the weight of the city above. Had he not managed to shape earth around him, he wouldn’t have survived. There was more to it—Ciara could tell he’d held something back from her, but she had no idea what that might be.

      “Can you help her?” Alena asked. “Like you did with Thenas?”

      “Thenas is dead.”

      Alena barely reacted to the news. “Can you help her?”

      Ciara considered the woman watching her with dark eyes, bound by stone and the Stormbringer only knew what other shapings. Could she help her? She wasn’t certain whether she could. But she needed to try. If draasin could be brought back from the connection to Tenebeth, shapers should be reachable as well.

      She took a step, tapping her j’na. Light surged from the end.

      Bayan writhed on the ground as if burned.

      “When I make the first pass, you will need to release your shaping,” Ciara said.

      Alena stepped out of the shadows and nodded.

      Ciara started with the pattern, stepping and striking her j’na to the ground. Each time she did, light surged from the end of it, flowing through the draasin glass.

      She made the first pass and Alena dropped her shaping.

      Bayan struggled against the chains, darkness flowing out from her. There was not the same power of control Thenas had possessed, but still she summoned Tenebeth with what she did.

      Another strike of her j’na.

      The steps seemed off, and it took Ciara a moment to realize it wasn’t the steps, it was her ability to use the j’na in the pattern.

      She focused on the summons, creating the image of what she wanted in her mind.

      Step. Crack. Step.

      Power surged within her and flowed out from her, much like the darkness flowed from Bayan. Ciara continued making a steady pattern around Bayan.

      As the energy built within her, she paused and then released it, letting it flow from her and into Bayan.

      Light enveloped her.

      The woman gasped, her back curving as she convulsed against the chains. Light and dark warred, but the power Ciara had called overwhelmed what Bayan possessed.

      But not enough. Ciara couldn’t call as much power as she needed to free Bayan.

      Reghal, she sent. Can you help?

      This time when she summoned, there was a powerful connection to the nobelas lizard. With a soft pop, Reghal appeared and danced into the light, climbing onto Bayan. He started to lick her face, her arms, everywhere exposed skin was found. Ciara continued her summons, adding what she could to what the lizard did for Bayan.

      The darkness faded completely.

      Reghal glanced up at her. You are ala’shin.

      Then he disappeared again with another pop.

      “Is she…” Alena started.

      Ciara watched the other woman, searching for signs of the darkness, but there were none. Her skin had lost the touch of shadows and her eyes had taken on a deep brown shade. She no longer thrashed against the chains. Instead, she breathed easily, steadily, and finally opened her eyes.

      “Alena?” Bayan whispered.

      “I’m here,” Alena said, rushing forward.

      “What happened?”

      “You were…” Alena glanced up to Ciara before answering. “You were attacked. You’re better now.”

      Bayan let out a long sigh. “So much pain and darkness,” she said. “I don’t know what happened. How did I get back to the barracks?”

      “That’s a different story.”

      “I think I remember… some.” Bayan looked past Alena and met Ciara’s gaze. Her eyes widened. “You’re the one they want. The one they fear,” she said in a whisper. “You’re the reason they summon.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Book 4 of The Endless War: Summoner’s Bond
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      Those who fight the darkness have scattered as the ancient power grows stronger.

      When Ciara is abducted by summoners of dark power, they seduce her with lessons on how to summon the elementals, an education she never received in the barracks. Only a distant part of knows that she must find a way to escape before they manage to turn her to their side.

      Alena has gone to the Seat of the Order to help stop the threat uncovered there, but she discovers the threat goes deeper than any realize, and for her to succeed and free the order, she may have to destroy it first.

      In Hyaln, Jasn finds an old friend, but she is not the person he remembers. Hyaln offers to teach, and he discovers strength that he never believed he possessed, but it still might not be enough, as they discover they fight not only the threat of darkness, but those who seek to control it.

      The penultimate book in The Endless War series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      DK Holmberg currently lives in rural Minnesota where the winter cold and the summer mosquitoes keep him inside and writing.

      

      Word-of-mouth is crucial for any author to succeed and how books are discovered. If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review at Amazon, even if it's only a line or two; it would make all the difference and would be very much appreciated. 

      

      Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to hear about giveaways and new releases.

    

    
      For more information:

      
        	
          [image: Twitter:]
        
        @dkholmberg
        

        	
          [image: Facebook:]
        
        dkholmberg
        

      

      
        www.dkholmberg.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by D.K. Holmberg

        

      

    
    
      The Endless War

      Journey of Fire and Night

      Darkness Rising

      Endless Night

      Summoner’s Bond

      

      The Dark Ability

      The Dark Ability

      The Heartstone Blade

      The Tower of Venass

      Blood of the Watcher

      The Shadowsteel Forge

      The Guild Secret

      

      Also in the world of The Dark Ability

      The Painted Girl

      The Binders Game

      The Forgotten

      

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      Chased by Fire

      Bound by Fire

      Changed by Fire

      Fortress of Fire

      Forged in Fire

      Serpent of Fire

      Servant of Fire

      Born of Fire

      Broken of Fire: September 2016

      Light of Fire: November 2016

      

      Others in the Cloud Warrior Series

      Prelude to Fire

      Chasing the Wind

      Drowned by Water

      Deceived by Water

      Salvaged by Water

      

      The Lost Garden

      Keeper of the Forest

      The Desolate Bond

      Keeper of Light

      

      The Painter Mage

      Shifted Agony

      Arcane Mark

      Painter For Hire

      Stolen Compass

    

  

cover.jpeg
THE ENDLES WAR BOOK THREE

DK HOLMBERG





images/00002.jpeg
THE ENDLESS WAR BOOK FOUR )

DK HOLMBERG






