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        The Endless War began as so many had before. Confusion and deception drove a wedge between nations that should have partnered, predictably splintering any chance of diplomacy. Many were lost on both sides in the first wave, warriors of Ter and shin of Rens, lives wasted and nations weakened.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn Volth stood on the vast desert plain of Rens, dust swirling around him. Heat blasted him from all sides, painfully hot. In the year that he’d spent in this blasted land, he’d grown accustomed to the heat. It didn’t make it any easier to tolerate.

      A shadow circled overhead, the wide winged shape of the draasin taunting him. All he wanted was to kill the creatures and those who commanded them. That, or have the draasin kill him. Either would please him.

      “Volth!”

      Jasn glanced over to see the plain faced warrior approach him. Dressed in a thin robe too much like the Rens style, he decided the boy couldn’t be much over fifteen. Likely barely raised to the order, and served this deep in Rens? Someone like that wouldn’t survive more than a few weeks. Few warriors did; that was the reason he’d volunteered.

      “What are you doing out here?” Jasn demanded.

      The boy’s face paled. He barely could grow whiskers, nothing like the thick beard Jasn had let grow. Unlike his deep brown hair, the beard had reddish streaks through it, leaving others claiming it stained by the blood of those he’d killed.

      “A summons came for you,” the boy said. “I was told—”

      Jasn frowned, slamming his sword back into his sheath, looking up at the draasin as it disappeared from view longingly. The creature had killed two shapers before Jasn had attacked, and all he had managed was to send it flying away. Draasin were too fast for him to chase, too fast to truly hunt. Best to come across them by surprise, or be ready when they attacked.

      “What kind of summons?”

      The boy held out a folded sheet of parchment. A ball of wax sealed it closed. The quality of the page told him it came from Atenas, but why would he have been summoned back? Unlike most others in Rens, he came willingly. There was only one way he’d return.

      Jasn snatched the parchment from the boy’s hand. His eyes went to the seal and his frown deepened. “Who brought this?”

      “A messenger. She’s gone now.”

      Messenger. One of the easiest assignments given to the order. Travel into the front of the war and then back out, never risking more than a few moments. “Do you know why?” He stared at the seal, hesitating opening it.

      The boy’s eyes drifted to the parchment before coming back to Jasn’s face. “I don’t know…”

      Jasn turned away, slipping his thumb under the wax and pulling it open. He scanned the page, his heart beating faster the more he read, before crumpling it and igniting it with a shaping of fire.

      “Warrior Volth?”

      “I have to return.”

      “Return? You’re the Wrecker of Rens! What will we do if you leave?”

      Jasn narrowed his eyes as he glared at him. “You’ll fight. Likely you’ll die. Consider yourself lucky.”

      With that, he formed a shaping.

      He streaked across the sky, away from Rens, and landed at the outskirts of Atenas. He stared up at the massive tower that rose from the center of the city, and frowned.

      How long had it been since he’d been within the tower? Months. Long enough that he should have forgotten the agitated way he felt when he saw it and long enough that he shouldn’t feel the same surge of anger and sorrow intermingling. Long enough that he should have been dead.

      He sighed. He wouldn’t have returned if not for the summons. When the commander called you back, you answered, regardless of the fact that you didn’t give a damn about the Endless War and the reason they fought.

      Why here, though? Why would Lachen draw him back to Ter? The damn man could have simply called to him in Jornas, or anywhere else in Rens. At least then Jasn wouldn’t have to think about what he’d lost in Atenas and what he’d sacrificed by leaving.

      Thunder rumbled suddenly and lightning split the otherwise cloudless sky.

      Jasn prepared a shaping, drawing on earth and wind instinctively, trying to avoid using water. In the months that he’d fought within Rens, he had failed in that almost as much as anything. Water was the reason he still lived, the reason he still suffered.

      When his eyes cleared after the lightning flash, a thin, hardened man stood opposite him, considering him with a calculating gaze. His long cloak caught the wind and fluttered softly, revealing the curved sword he had sheathed at his waist. “It took you long enough to arrive.”

      Jasn tipped his head in a bow to the commander. “I came when I received it. And I answered. Isn’t that enough?”

      Lachen watched him a moment, his lips tightening into a thin line. “You still suffer.”

      Jasn grunted. “I’ve tried ending my suffering countless times.”

      “So I’ve heard.” The commander nodded and started building a shaping. “Come with me.”

      “Why?”

      “You would end your suffering?” Lachen asked, before disappearing on another burst of lightning, taking to the clouds.

      Jasn debated for a moment whether to follow him before finally deciding that he should. With the same shaping that Lachen had used, he leapt to the air, following the direction of the commander and trailing after him.

      He should not have been surprised when he landed.

      The wide grassy plains stretching away from the border of Ter and leading into Rens practically glowed with a shimmery heat, reminding him of deeper in Rens where there were only shifting dunes of sand. Jasn hated the way it looked and hated the way the sand blew across his face, spiraling into the air in little dangerous swirls, as if the land itself wanted to destroy him like it had already destroyed so much. How long had they fought with Rens over those lands? What was it that Lachen saw in them?

      With a shaping of wind, pulling from the north and drawing cooler air with him, Jasn sent the dust spinning back into Rens. One step took him across dried grass that crunched beneath his boots, and he worked to keep the distaste from his face.

      “You call me to Atenas only to bring me back to Rens?”

      “I called you to Atenas to remind you.”

      “Of what?”

      Lachen looked over at him with a curious expression on his face. “Your duty, Jasn.”

      “What is it you want from me?” he asked. He didn’t bother to shield his eyes from the scorching sun. Doing so would not make a difference, not when the sun would burn through his lids and leave orange spots across his vision regardless. He’d long ago grown accustomed to the way the sun threatened to bake him.

      “Always so direct. That’s what I’ve always liked about you.”

      “Always? How long has it been, old friend?” Jasn asked. Long enough that the childhood friend who played with him in the mountains along the border of Ter, competing to see who could catch the lightning-quick rabbits that called those lands their home, had changed as much as Jasn. Once, there would have been quick laughter between them and a comfortable silence, but that had faded the moment they both started down the road to joining the Order of Warriors. And now Lachen led the order.

      “Given what’s happened to you, I would say too long.”

      Jasn grunted. A particularly strong gust of hot wind swirled up, pushing against his shaping. He resisted, forcing the cooler air of Ter against it, almost as if the elements of these lands warred nearly as much as the people within them. “I’ll be fine.”

      Lachen smiled, the hard lines earned over the years softening, giving a glimpse of the child Jasn had known. What had happened to Lachen in the time since he’d last seen him? Ten years was a long time, especially when learning shaping, and in those ten years, Lachen had changed so much that Jasn barely recognized him.

      “Fine? Is that what you want me to believe?”

      Jasn shrugged. “If you called me back to help me, there is no need. It’s better that I serve in Rens. I’m sure even the great commander has heard what I’ve done.”

      “I’ve heard how you wander alone in the waste, attacking Rens wildly, unconcerned about what might happen to you.”

      “I push the border to the south. Isn’t that what you want? Besides, I always return.”

      Lachen’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I have heard that as well.”

      Jasn blinked. That was the one place where he failed. If only water would abandon him long enough that he would die, but it never did. Always he shaped himself, even when he tried not to.

      “Besides, from what I can tell, you need help.”

      “I’ve never needed your help,” Jasn said.

      “Is that how you remember it? I seem to recall it differently, like the time when you slipped into the canyon and I had to tie reeds together to pull you out. Had I not…” His face changed as he spoke of the incident, as if the part of Lachen that had changed the most in the past years faded, returning some of his humanity.

      “My father was angry anyway. Do you know he used those same reeds to switch me?” Jasn asked. The memory was still painful, the terror of that fall still vivid in his mind. Had Lachen not managed to pull him free, what would have happened? Days might have passed before any help came, and even then, it might not have come in time.

      Lachen shrugged, the moment passing for him, leaving him hard and unreadable. “A lesson we needed to learn.”

      “What lesson? My father punished me for failing, not for climbing too close to the ledge.”

      “Everyone fails, Jasn. It’s not the failing that matters. It’s whether you pick yourself up and move forward.”

      “Is that what you believe?”

      There was a fiery intensity within Lachen that hadn’t been there before, something that burned within him, creating a man strong enough to lead warriors, men and women able to shape the elements, to use that power to create wondrous creations that had once seemed impossible to believe. Now that Jasn stood among them, now that he’d learned enough to be named to the order, he should feel pride, or relief, or something. Instead, he felt emptiness. All he had done was fail.

      “That is what I know,” Lachen said.

      “What does that mean?”

      Lachen stared at him a moment before sighing. “It means that you are a warrior of the order. That is all that matters now.”

      Jasn started away from the border of Rens, not wanting to stare any longer into the desolation he saw there. He had seen these lands enough, and when Lachen was done with him, he would return. Perhaps he might even succeed in ending the war. Or dying. Either would be success for him.

      “Sometimes I wish I had never been tested,” Jasn said. Earth sensing told him that Lachen followed him, trailing only a few steps behind.

      “We were always meant to be tested. Had it not been Renis, it would have been another.”

      Jasn glanced over. “You think it some sort of destiny that we learn to shape?”

      “I think we would have manifested our ability regardless. But it doesn’t really matter what I believe, only what is. We cannot change the past, Jasn.”

      Jasn was silent as they passed a clump of trees. “Not the past. But we can avoid the future.”

      They walked a little farther. “Do you still have nightmares?” he asked, breaking the awkward silence between them. Once, there had been no awkwardness, but then, they had known each other almost as well as they had known themselves, spending every waking moment together to the point that their parents agreed they were nearly brothers.

      “Nightmares?” He knew what Lachen had meant, though not how Lachen had learned of them.

      Lachen tipped his head, staring at him with alien eyes that had seen so much more than Jasn could imagine. What had Lachen been through to make him so hard?

      “Fine, visions if you prefer. Whatever it was that brought you south.”

      Jasn blinked, clearing sand from his eyes. He might as well have been trying to clear the past from them. “I still think of her, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      A momentary flash of relief crossed Lachen’s face but then was gone. “What would she have said about what you do? Would she have approved?”

      Jasn swallowed, pushing back the mixture of anger and sadness that bubbled to the surface every time he thought of Katya. And now Lachen forced him to speak of her. “Does it matter? She’s gone, lost to Rens like so much else in those damned lands.”

      Jasn stopped at a nearly dry streambed. This close to the border with Rens, not much flowed through here, leaving only a trickle of brackish water. Once, he would have been forced to drink the muddy water, leaving his mouth coated and his throat tasting nothing but the earth for hours. Now with a shaping of water and earth, that was a simple enough thing to fix, furnishing him with drinkable water.

      He wiped water from his chin and rubbed his hands across his pants. Jasn was dressed more plainly than Lachen, the thin fabric more suited to the heat of Rens than the heavier warrior’s clothing Lachen wore. He could shape some of the heat out of the air if needed and make himself more comfortable, but doing so took energy and effort. Shaping was a strain, much like any other activity. If he exerted himself too long, fatigue would set in, leaving him weakened. After years spent training with some of the greatest shapers of Ter, he had grown stronger, like a blacksmith building muscle working in front of the forge, but he didn’t risk wasting unnecessary energy this close to the border. Rens could attack at any time. Most of the time, Jasn welcomed the conflict.

      “Why did you ask me to come here?” he asked, bringing the conversation back around to where it had begun. Lachen was the one who had twisted it, pulling him into a past that Jasn had tried so hard to forget, much like he tried to forget Katya.

      “Can’t I simply want to visit with an old friend?”

      “Is that what we still are?” Jasn asked.

      “Aren’t we?” Lachen stared at him with a dark intensity to his gaze, his eyes a brown so deep, they were nearly black.

      Jasn chose not to answer that question. Whatever he and Lachen had been, it was so far in that past to render it meaningless. Born only a few weeks apart, they had grown up together, becoming inseparable until the moment Renis came to their village. In the time before that, they were brothers, and Jasn had no other brothers.

      “We haven’t spoken in years,” Jasn said softly, starting slowly. “You did not come after she was lost, though you clearly knew what she meant to me. And when I committed myself to Rens, you did not stop me. Why come to me now, Lachen? Why do you suddenly care? Why demand my presence?”

      “Demand is a bit strong, don’t you think? I would say that I requested.”

      “When the head of the order summons, is there really much of a choice?”

      “There is always choice, Jasn. Otherwise, we would not be men.”

      Lachen said it so seriously and so softly that Jasn wasn’t even sure what he had said at first.

      “What choice would you have for me now, then?”

      “A chance to find focus. From what I understand, you’ve lost your focus, old friend.”

      Jasn paused while leaning toward the stream again, looking up. Lachen held his arms casually extended, but Jasn didn’t doubt that one arm was always ready to grab the long blade sheathed at his side. It was said that once Lachen unsheathed his sword, death followed.

      “What would you know of my focus?” Jasn asked.

      “More than you realize.”

      Jasn scooped another cupful of water, shaping it sloppily this time, leaving streamers of green and brown in the water. Lachen watched him as he drank, saying nothing.

      “Some would say that I am singularly focused,” Jasn said.

      “Some would.”

      “What can you offer me that will help me rediscover my focus?”

      “You think of her often?”

      The change in topic was jarring. Jasn straightened his back and met Lachen’s eyes. “Every day.”

      “You know, then, how she died?”

      Jasn hated the clinical way Lachen spoke, as if referring to a horse rather than the woman Jasn loved. “It is the reason I went to Rens.”

      “You know little, my friend, but if you take the choice I offer you, you will understand far more than you ever wanted to know.”

      “What choice is that?” For the first time in nearly a year, curiosity burned softly within Jasn.

      “The first choice is returning to Rens, continuing your vendetta. In time, I do not doubt that even the Wrecker of Rens will fall, finally dying.”

      Jasn closed his eyes. He had longed for death for months, but each time he thought it might claim him, water brought him back. If he could turn off his ability to heal, he would. “Or?”

      “Or you face a different kind of hardship, one that will give you a chance to understand what happened to Katya, perhaps bring meaning to her death.”

      Jasn stared out toward Rens, thinking of the war. Returning would be easy. He had learned to search for the draasin, to attack the soldiers of Rens push them back. More than once, he’d kept the walls of Jornas clear because of his willingness to die, but always they returned. Rens might not have strength with shaping, but they had a different kind of strength, one that brought fire and pain wherever they went.

      “What do you ask of me?” he asked softly.

      Lachen turned toward the south, toward Rens, his eyes going to the sky and a shaping building from him. It was complex, more than Jasn could follow. When it released, it streaked toward Rens as if targeting something. Jasn wasn’t skilled enough to understand what.

      “You have served Ter and protected our shapers, but I would offer you the chance to become something more.”

      Jasn laughed bitterly. “More than this?” he said, sweeping his hands over his form. “You don’t think the warrior is enough anymore?”

      Lachen’s eyes tightened, and all the warmth that he’d shown while speaking of Katya disappeared. The commander returned. “Not for this. Not for what comes.”

      “What then? What can I become?”

      Lachen swung his gaze, filled with a blazing intensity, back to Jasn. “More than the Wrecker of Rens. More than a hunter of fire.”
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        After the loss of Pa’shu, the people of Rens moved south, away from the dry lands they once called home, to even drier and hotter lands, places men were never meant to exist. Somehow, small isolated villages managed to survive, although the ongoing war forced them to continue to migrate until very little of old Rens existed.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara S’shala clung to the rock, pressing her face against the hot stone as she shimmied up the side. Each time she moved, she squeezed her thighs as she reached, straining for another handhold. This high above the ground, purchase was harder to find, but today would be the day she reached the top.

      “What are you trying to prove?” Eshan called down from the top of the rock finger, disdain clear in his voice.

      Blast him. Stupid man was the reason she’d made this attempt to reach the top, and he knew exactly what she needed to prove. He was nya’shin, one of the water seekers of her village, and she needed to prove to him that she could do as much as him, even if she couldn’t reach water the same way.

      Her fingers brushed a small lip, barely more than a crack in the rock, and she dug them in long enough to slide her legs up the rock again. Wind—surprisingly warmer this high above the ground, as opposed to down in the village—gusted, carrying the stink of sweat from Eshan above her and a mixture of the bitter stench blowing off the waste as it billowed her black hair.

      She was almost there. Another stretch—this time the grip was easier—and as she pushed her legs up, she found another handhold. Ciara took a steadying breath. How much farther? With her connection to water—the blasted shapers of Ter called it sensing, which fit as much as anything her people might call it—she was able to detect the blood pulsing through Eshan above her, and also through Fas, another of the nya’shin, as he climbed next to her. Did that fool wait for her?

      “What are you doing?” She risked moving her head, tipping it back enough to see him hugging the wall, a playful smile on his chiseled face. She refused to admit he was handsome. The blasted man was too lithe and graceful, all fluid movements to Eshan’s hard, muscular force, and he knew it.

      “Waiting for you.”

      “Stop waiting and get up the rock,” she said. “You’re blocking my way up.”

      Fas chuckled. “You can do it this time, Ciara. I just want to be here when you do.”

      “I know I can.” Her hand started to slip and she adjusted her grip, scrambling for another place to hold, but there wasn’t one. Legs started to slide, the fabric of her elouf wrap pulling on the rock. She needed to keep climbing or she’d end up with the wrap over her head, and she would not give Eshan the satisfaction of seeing her like that.

      She found a ledge barely wide enough for two fingers and grabbed it, holding it long enough to shift her legs and make her way up the rock again. Only another few feet. She was almost there. This time she would reach the top, and then Eshan could stop holding this over her head. He’d still have another dozen things he taunted her for, but this wouldn’t be one of them.

      As she reached for the top, she felt herself slip again.

      Ciara squeezed, trying to hold herself in place, but her elouf shifted around her. The fingers holding the narrow ridge slipped and she started sliding down the face of the rock. As high up as she was, she might not survive the fall.

      A strong grip grabbed her wrist and pulled her up.

      Fas smiled at her as she lay at his feet, panting and trying to slow the pounding of her heart in her chest. Had he not caught her…

      “What do you think you were doing?” she demanded, pushing to her knees and pulling her elouf down to cover her legs. She didn’t care for the way Eshan leered at her or the casual strength Fas had when he looked at her.

      “Keeping you from falling,” he said.

      Blast him, but she would have fallen to the ground had he not caught her. As much as she wanted to reach the top, it wasn’t worth dying for, was it?

      She stood and stared out from atop the rock. It was the first time she’d reached the summit. Maybe she hadn’t made it on her own, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy the view. The expanse of Rens stretched all around her, nothing but barren and cracked rock pitted in places. A few scrub plants grew, those that could survive the heat and the constant drought, waiting for the intermittent storms before they bloomed again. The desolate expanse of the Rens waste stretched beyond the rock, the edge only barely visible as a shimmer of heat rising off the ever-shifting dunes. Nothing lived there. It was a place her people didn’t dare even visit.

      She’d never seen Rens this way. From the ground, it was nothing but rock. The village, a collection of openings cut into the sloped side of a rocky hill, looked tiny from here. Children playing outside in the early morning air appeared as shadows moving against the rock. A small feras fox, its wide ears perked as it watched the children, sat near the mouth of a cave. Nothing else moved.

      Fas stood next to her, nearly a head taller than her. She sensed the way his pulse pounded in his chest and the clean smell of his sweat and tried not to think about the heat rising from his body mingling with hers as he brushed against her.

      He pointed out over the rock. “From here, we can sometimes see pockets of water after the storms,” he said. “It makes collecting it easier.”

      “I don’t need to see water to know where to find it,” she said.

      “No, but not all of us can hear the water as strongly as you.”

      She had proven to be a strong water seeker but couldn’t manipulate water the same as Eshan and Fas, shaping it, as they called it in Ter. Her ancestors once referred to it as al’asan, a changing of water, but she’d never seen Eshan or Fas change anything about water. Their skills were different even than those of the shapers of Ter, not as potent, but that didn’t mean they weren’t useful. More than anything, Ciara wished she could learn to do even a portion of what Eshan and Fas could do.

      “I don’t hear any water now,” she said. How long had it been since the last rain? Weeks? And much longer since the last great storm. Long enough that the stores of water had dwindled to nearly nothing. The nya’shin rarely had to wander too far when seeking water, but lately they had needed to venture farther and farther away from the village to find enough to last.

      “Neither do I,” Fas said.

      She heard the concern in his voice and knew her father shared the same concern. Most in the village did, even if they weren’t willing to speak of it.

      “Probably because the draasin have drunk all of it,” Eshan said.

      “The draasin have kept Ter from pushing this deep into Rens,” Fas said. “Were it not for them—”

      “How are you so certain it’s the draasin that keep us safe?” Eshan asked. “They seem unconcerned about us and can reach the pools of water far sooner than we can. How many times have we found a source of water only to discover the draasin have been there first?”

      “The draasin don’t attack us. That’s how we know,” Ciara said. The massive creatures of fire left the people of Rens mostly alone. Partly that was because Rens knew to hide when the draasin hunted, but there seemed another reason as well. “Without the draasin, Ter would have attacked us by now.”

      Eshan grunted and leaned down to tie a loop of rope to the long nail that had long ago been embedded in the top of the rock. “What makes you think they want to attack us here? They’ve already taken everything of value Rens has to offer. What have we got that they want?”

      He looped the rope behind him and wrapped his legs around it. Then he jumped over the edge, quickly rappelling to the ground.

      Ciara sighed, removing Eshan’s rope while Fas unspooled his own. “He’s right, you know. What do we have that Ter wants?”

      “They want our land,” Fas said.

      Ciara finished tying Fas’s rope and stood, pointing out at the rock. “They wanted Jornas for its gold, and Pa’shu for the mills and stonework. They don’t want any of this. To them, we’re…” Ciara couldn’t finish and shook her head. What did Ter want? There was nothing this far into Rens for them, nothing other than the shifting sand of the waste. All that they had been was gone before Ciara had even been alive. “How much longer will the village survive, Fas? We’ve lost so many in my life; how many more can we stand to lose?”

      “What would you have us do? Move everyone somewhere else?”

      Ciara nodded as he wrapped the rope around his waist and looped it around his ankles. She’d dreamt of moving the village—a dark dream, but one that was filled with the promise of hope. Why must they remain here, waiting for the next attack, praying to the Stormbringer for the next rainfall? What if they didn’t have to live that way? “You know the stories of what lies beyond the waste.”

      Fas laughed. “I know the stories as well as you, but they are only that: stories. You can’t really believe that we can move beyond the waste,” he said. “There’s nothing but sand. There’s no water there.”

      But there were stories of men who survived crossing the waste, men seen wandering and returning with stories of places of great power. A part of Ciara wanted that power more than anything else, wanted to know if there might be something her people could learn, some way that might not only keep them safe and provide the water they needed but also give them a chance to flourish. Staying here, living on the edge of the waste, they merely survived. And that wasn’t enough, that couldn’t be enough.

      “I could find water in the waste,” she said.

      Fas smiled at her. “If anyone could, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was you.”

      He jumped from the top of the rock, sliding down to the ground quickly. Once down, he pulled on the rope twice to signal to her that she could follow.

      Ciara took a moment and sat at the edge of the tower of rock, staring out over Rens. Now that she was alone, there was a certain peace here, a sense of calm. Almost she could imagine staying here, living at this place on the edge of the waste where her people had made a home. Almost. But she wanted more. Not only for her—that was part of it, but not the only part—but for the village. Her father, a man who’d given up so much in his time as ala’shin, leader of the village. Friends who were nearly family. But herself as well, if she were being honest. Staying here, along the waste, there was nothing for her. Only more searching, always searching for water, never finding enough. Staying here meant fighting for survival, not living.

      Water seeking took focus and time, but she’d been doing it for so long that it came naturally to her. Standing this high above the hard ground gave her a better vantage to see and also allowed her to reach farther. She focused on the sense of water around her, starting as she always did on the blood flowing through her veins. From there, she sensed the others in the village, Fas and Eshan nearest to her, and then those farther or in the caverns. Her father was a familiar sense, and she noted the relaxed pulsing from him.

      Beyond the people around her was the occasional animal and the scattered plants that had a faint pulsing of water, but nothing more. Nothing that would sustain the village. From here, she was able to reach south to the waste, north toward Ter, and east and west, straining for the emptiness around them. She sensed no water.

      The only hope the village had was for rain, but the cloudless sky didn’t look as if rain was likely. The Stormcallers claimed rain was imminent, but they always said that when there was a shortage. How much longer could they hold out?

      Ciara was wrapping the length of rope around her waist, studying the sky, when she saw a distant dark shadow circling. She sat back and watched as the draasin made a large loop, spiraling once, twice, and then moving south and disappearing.

      She smiled as she slid down the rope. The draasin was a sign—it had to be. If the enormous creature could find water to the south, and water enough to keep it alive, then there was no reason that she couldn’t find water for the village, was there?

      “Did you see it?” she asked Fas.

      “See what?”

      She pointed to the cloudless sky. “Draasin. And moving south.”

      Fas stared for a moment, cupping his hand over his eyes, and then turned back to her. “I don’t see it. And there’s not water enough to the south for the draasin. They avoid the waste the same as us.”

      “But this one didn’t.”

      “Ciara—” Fas said.

      She shook her head, already starting past him and toward the village. Her father should know and should understand what she’d seen. If the draasin could find water to the south, they could as well. Maybe the rumors of water beyond the waste were more than rumors.

      Fas hurried to keep up. He’d slipped his j’na, his long, carved spear tipped with osidan, back into its sleeve behind his back and looked every bit the nya’shin. “You know he won’t send us. The Stormcallers say—”

      She rounded on him, stopping him. “The Stormcallers seem to think we’ll have rain any day now, don’t they?” she snapped. How could they be looked to for advice when they were wrong so blasted often? They claimed the ability to listen to the clouds, that they could hear the coming storms, but they were rarely right.

      “They say the storms are difficult this time of year,” Fas said.

      The storms were difficult at all times of the year. Ciara suspected there was more to it than that. She just didn’t know what.

      They reached the entrance to the caverns, and the temperature dropped as she hurried inside. The rising sun pushed a circle of light into the caverns before stopping altogether, leaving dense shadows broken by a few small lanterns. Smoke trailed toward the top of the cavern, hovering there like a cloud. Rain was more likely to fall from there than from the sky outside.

      Her father caught her in the hall. His elouf couldn’t hide the fact that he remained a muscular man. Streaks of gray ran along his temples and worry lines were prominent around the corners of his eyes. “I thought you were scouting today.”

      “Climbed the rock,” she said.

      “You did?”

      Ciara glared at him, refusing to admit that she’d needed help the last few feet. “I did. And saw one of the draasin.”

      “They have been… active… lately.”

      Not only active, but strange as well. Once, the draasin had left her people alone, but lately, they seemed to almost chase them. It had been weeks since she’d last seen one of the draasin, though it was more recent than the last rainfall. She’d never considered what happened to them during extended droughts. Did they stay in a single place, or did they have another source of water? They were always more active following storms, but no one really knew whether that was because of the cooler air or for another reason. For all she knew, they searched for water, the same as her.

      Her father motioned her to follow as they made their way back out of the cavern. They passed a circle of three elderly women with legs crossed, bent forward over a rolled parchment. The Stormcallers.

      Ciara’s eyes lingered on them until her father pushed her forward. “This one was heading south.”

      He paused, and his gaze darted back toward the Stormcallers. “South?”

      She nodded. “You know what that means, don’t you? What if the stories are—”

      He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “They are nothing but stories.”

      “But if the draasin can find water to the south, we can too.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and glanced at Fas. “You believe this, too?”

      “I don’t know. It seems impossible to think anything can survive out there.”

      “Did you see it?” her father asked Fas.

      “Not like Ciara. I had already descended. She was there alone.”

      “Father, I don’t sense any water. And if we don’t have a storm soon…”

      “Neither do I,” he said softly. They stepped out of the cavern and into the sunlight. “And there won’t be a storm. Not soon enough.”

      “What about what the Stormcallers say?”

      He offered her a look that answered everything. They had claimed the storms for the people’s benefit, but if none would come, what would happen to them?

      “You’re a strong water seeker, Ciara, and almost nya’shin. Go with the others and see what you can find. The people need your focus, not some fanciful idea.”

      “But Father—”

      “No. None can cross the waste. That way is too dangerous for us. There is nothing for us there.”

      Fas pulled on her as she opened her mouth to object, but arguing with her father would do no good. He’d made up his mind. At least she could go with Eshan and Fas and search for water, but Ciara already knew that would be a waste of time. There was no source of water near enough to help the village. They needed something different, more drastic, or they would all die here on the edge of the waste.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3

        

        
          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        In the earliest days of the war, Ter pressed the advantage, sacrificing many of their strongest warriors to secure the strip of land along the border, claiming cities and struggling to hold them. They did not appear to recognize how this weakened them.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn again stood next to Lachen, this time feeling even more unsettled than he had the last. He had followed Lachen’s shaping, letting the commander draw him here. Now that they had arrived, Jasn wasn’t certain he would have managed to find it on his own. There was something about this place that masked its presence.

      They stood on a ridgeline within the Gholund Mountains, cool mountain air swirling around him in irregular patterns. Wind sensing told him that the wind seemed to come from every direction, but Jasn knew that to be impossible. Likely it was nothing more than a trick of the elevation. Earth surged around him, a constant presence.

      He looked down at a series of utilitarian buildings all made of stone. There was no artistry to their design, nothing like would be found in Atenas, even for the warriors. These were arrayed in lines and designed for function. More than that, there was a shaping hanging over them that helped blend them into the mountains. Jasn had never seen anything on such scale before. Much effort had gone into keeping this place hidden.

      “This is the place?” he asked.

      “They call it the barracks.”

      Jasn laughed. “Why?”

      Lachen swept his hand toward the buildings. “Because it is the barracks. This is a place of the scholars, not the order.”

      “That is why I’ve never heard of it?”

      “There are many reasons you would not have heard of it.”

      “Why bring me to a place of the scholars?” The scholars had little to no ability with shaping and had done little to help with the war.

      “How many shapers have we lost?” Lachen asked.

      Jasn shook his head. “I’m not privy to the numbers.”

      “You have lasted in Rens longer than most. What would you suspect, given what you’ve seen?”

      “A couple each week,” Jasn said. Losing shapers was bad enough, but when they lost members of the order…

      “The scholars would change that.”

      Jasn considered the buildings and the way they spread across the ground. “Can they?”

      “I don’t know. They have ideas that have not been considered before. Few know what they attempt here.”

      “And you do?” With the scholars, that wasn’t a given. Even the commander of the order could be kept from secrets the scholars wished to keep.

      “As much as I’m allowed. That’s why I brought you.”

      With that, Lachen floated down the ridgeline using a complicated shaping of wind and earth, leaving Jasn watching him. He could still turn back, could still decide that this task Lachen asked of him would be better suited to another, but then he would never come to understand what the offer meant. A promise had been hidden in that offer, one that Jasn wanted so badly to believe.

      And if he left, what would he do but return to Rens? If Lachen’s promise was real, he would have every opportunity to do that anyway.

      As they settled to the ground on the outskirts of the barracks, Jasn noted that few people moved in the wide streets of hard-packed earth between the buildings. He wondered why a place like this would need buildings spaced so far apart. From the ridgeline, it hadn’t been clear how much distance was between them, but down here, he noted that the streets were nearly twice as wide as those in Atenas.

      Shaping burst all around. There was no clear focus, only the understanding that shapers worked with great energy here.

      Lachen strode down the street, and Jasn followed. After passing the third building, he caught sight of a statuesque woman with sandy blond hair stopped at an intersection. Her eyes took in Lachen and then Jasn, narrowing as they fell on him. Another shaping built. This time, he sensed how it came from her before easing. Jasn turned, but she was already gone.

      An older man with light blue eyes that matched the sky and deep gray hair hanging shaggily around his shoulders stepped away from one of the buildings. “Commander,” the man said, nodding in a respectful gesture.

      Lachen stopped. “Wyath. It’s been too long,” he said with real warmth in his voice.

      Wyath smiled, and there was a playfulness to him in spite of his age. “Last time, we nearly died, I seem to remember.”

      “Nearly, but here we are.”

      Wyath grunted. “Here we are is right. New recruit?” he asked, nodding toward Jasn.

      A few others had stopped and watched from side streets as Lachen spoke to Wyath.

      “Jasn Volth. He has spent some time in Rens.”

      “Some? Not many remain in Rens any longer than necessary,” Wyath said. “How long were you there?”

      “Nearly a year,” Jasn said.

      Wyath blinked and looked over to Lachen, who only nodded once. “Are you sure that is wise?” He lowered his voice and leaned forward. “Think of what we’re doing here.”

      Jasn noted a difference in the way Wyath spoke to Lachen compared to others in the order. In Atenas, there was always a certain respectfulness in the way others addressed the commander. Wyath spoke as if they were friends.

      Lachen’s smile faded. “You think I have not?”

      Wyath only nodded at the slight admonishment, seemingly unperturbed at having the head of the Order of Warriors, the commander of the Atenas Shapers, irritated with him. Jasn decided he needed to know more about this man.

      “He should study with Alena,” Lachen said.

      “After what happened—”

      Lachen cut him off with a single shake of his head. “He needs to learn quickly. She may not want to, but she can help. A dark storm is coming, and we are unprepared.”

      “You know I don’t make those decisions.”

      “Then tell Cheneth my request.”

      Wyath smiled again, shaking his head and running his fingers through his hair. “I will do what I can. No promises. Not when it comes to that one.”

      “That’s all that I can ask.” Lachen started to turn and flashed a tight smile to Jasn.

      “You don’t intend to see him?” Wyath asked.

      Lachen hesitated, a sour expression pinching his mouth. “I am not certain he would welcome me. Take care of this for me, won’t you, Wyath?”

      “You already owe me as it is. I suppose I can do this for you as well.”

      “That I do.”

      Then Lachen left, leaving Jasn standing alone with Wyath, watching his old friend walk to the edge of the barracks before shaping himself into the air and disappearing on a bolt of lightning.

      “What does he owe you?” Jasn asked after he was gone.

      Wyath chuckled. “Only his life.”

      The older man turned and started away, motioning for Jasn to follow. Wyath had a slow gait with a bit of a limp. The clinical portion of Jasn’s mind kicked in, a habit he hadn’t managed to break even after nearly a year away, and Jasn noted that one of Wyath’s hips seemed to be rotated outward as if he’d broken it and it had poorly healed.

      “What happened to you?” Jasn asked.

      Wyath patted his hip and grunted. “You mean this old thing? That’s the reason I don’t get to venture too far anymore.”

      “Venture too far from where?”

      Wyath glanced at him, a hint of confusion on his face. “From here,” he said as if that explained everything.

      “I’m still not sure that I know where here is.”

      Wyath stopped and faced Jasn. “Lachen didn’t tell you what you’d be doing at the barracks?”

      Jasn shrugged. “Something about hunting fire. Considering what I’ve spent the past year doing, that seemed explanation enough.”

      “That’s not enough,” Wyath muttered. “Damn him, but he should have warned you before you came. Do you even know why he asked you?”

      It had something to do with what happened with Katya, but Jasn wasn’t entirely certain, not after what he was seeing here. “He asked because we knew each other once.”

      Wyath’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know the commander?”

      “We grew up in the same village. Friends. We used to hunt together in the forest.” A forest that was much like the one surrounding the barracks, he noted. So much had changed since then. Not only Lachen, but Jasn as well. He had learned to shape, had been raised to the order, and had lost so much since then. He wasn’t even certain who he was anymore.

      “You were close?” Wyath asked.

      “Like brothers,” Jasn answered softly.

      Wyath sighed. “Come on, then. Commander wants you here, so you’re here. First we need to see Cheneth.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jasn discovered that Cheneth was the elderly scholar who ran the camp. Like most of the scholars Jasn had met, Cheneth was frail and pale from the hours he spent inside, poring over notes shared between the scholars. Wyath led him into one of the simple stone buildings, this one no different than any of the others, where Cheneth sat behind a long table stacked with books and loose pages, making notes with a pen in a book. He barely glanced up when they entered, peering through thick spectacles.

      “What is it, Wyath? One of the creatures get loose again?”

      Wyath laughed. “Not this time, Cheneth. Damn things are clever, though. Not even our best bindings manage to keep them confined for too long.”

      “That’s what the pens are for,” Cheneth said absently. He scratched at his cheek and his quill brushed his face, staining it with a dark red ink that looked like blood.

      “And they seem to work. You’ve passed on word to the others?”

      Cheneth set his quill down and rested his hands on the table, blinking as if seeing Jasn for the first time. “The others know what they need to know, Wyath.”

      His gaze held Jasn, and an unsettled feeling passed through him, starting with a chill that ran along his spine. It passed quickly, and Cheneth smiled.

      “Another was brought for testing?”

      Wyath shook his head. “Not testing.”

      Cheneth arched his brow and steepled his fingers as he looked at Jasn. “Then what?”

      “The commander brought him.”

      “The commander was here?” When Wyath nodded, Cheneth sighed and stood. He had a stoop to his back and he moved with a fragile gait that was more unstable than Wyath’s. At least the old warrior could shape himself if needed. Jasn didn’t know if the scholar had such ability. Most scholars were warriors who dedicated their lives to studying the elements and the powers behind them, but not all. Some simply were strong sensers, able to detect the elements but not manipulate them the same way that shapers could.

      When Cheneth reached Jasn, he clapped him on the shoulder with a bony hand. “Well, we will see how skilled you might be. If the commander brought you to us, then he must have faith in your abilities. Where did you serve before he brought you to us?”

      Jasn glanced at Wyath, who watched him with a curious gleam in his eyes. Wyath leaned back, favoring his bad leg, and crossed his arms over his chest. A shaping built from him and Jasn took a moment to realize that he used it to steady himself.

      “Rens.”

      “The border?”

      Jasn shook his head. “The waste.” At least, that was where he spent most of his time.

      Cheneth leaned toward him and pushed his spectacles up on his nose. “What did you say your name was?”

      “I didn’t.”

      The scholar smiled and tapped the edge of his nose. “No. Of course you didn’t. But the commander brought you for a reason, and he wouldn’t choose someone unable to succeed here.”

      “He wants Alena to teach him.”

      Cheneth flicked his gaze to Wyath and then back to Jasn. “Alena? He knows she doesn’t teach since… Ah, you’re Jasn Volth, aren’t you? The Wrecker of Rens. The man who cannot die.”

      Jasn shouldn’t be surprised that word of him had spread. Time in Rens had given him a reputation. “I can die the same as any other. Prefer it more than most, too.”

      Cheneth managed to say, “Death comes to us all eventually,” before he was overcome by a coughing fit and had to cover his mouth and turn away.

      The scholar shuffled toward the table and took a seat, moving with a deliberate pace. When he sat, he rested his head on his hands and took steady breaths. Jasn didn’t need to be skilled with water sensing to know that something was off with the scholar.

      “Take him to Alena then. Tell her I sent him.”

      “Not the commander?” Wyath asked.

      “Do you think Alena would respond well to such a command?”

      Wyath chuckled. “Doubtful.”

      Cheneth coughed again and then picked up his pen. “That’s why it must come from me.”

      Wyath nodded and led Jasn from the scholar. The change from the darkness to the bright overhead sun was jarring. Within the building, Jasn had the vague sense of earth pressing in around him; that left as he stepped out of the building. Now that it was gone, he was aware of the pressure of the stone. Within the building, he had felt as if he climbed through a deep tunnel, reminding him of the time he’d gone with Greml while first learning to shape, crawling deeper and deeper into the earth as Jasn chased the ability to sense earth. That hadn’t worked and had only given him a distinct discomfort with such tight spaces, a feeling that Greml apparently did not share. The man loved boring holes deep into the earth, claiming he chased the ancient energies themselves as they moved beneath the surface. Jasn could never tell if he was serious or not.

      “Who’s Alena?” Jasn asked as they made their way through the barracks.

      “Only the best we have here.”

      “The best at what?”

      Wyath didn’t answer but led Jasn through the streets, past four more buildings that looked no different than the next. Each was made of a dark stone, built low to the ground and recessed half into the earth, almost as if shaped into existence. Maybe they had been, he thought. That might explain the sense of pressure he’d had while in the building with Cheneth. There was nothing about the old scholar that would make him feel that way, and Wyath was too old and too relaxed to give him that sense.

      They stopped near a massive circular structure. Earth sensing told him how this was set deeper into the ground than the buildings around it, ending at almost the same height, but sensing couldn’t tell him what purpose there was for it. Jasn had never seen anything like it.

      It appeared to be made of a single slab of stone, as if pulled up from the ground intact. Carved into the stone were strange shapes that almost looked like letters—but no letters that he’d ever seen. Power emanated from the structure, almost like a shaping.

      Wyath regarded the building with wariness.

      “What is it?” Jasn approached the stone carefully, holding his hand outstretched and forming a shaping as he went. Time spent in Rens had given him a fearlessness.

      A snap of wind caught his hand and sent him spinning, eventually landing on the ground and facing the sky. The woman he’d seen when he first came into the barracks with Lachen stood over him, her lovely face now painted with an expression of irritation. One hand hovered over the hilt of her sword.

      Jasn resisted the urge to shape her away from him. That wouldn’t serve whatever purpose Lachen had for him here. Instead, he stood and slowly dusted himself off. “Alena, I presume?”

      Her eyes flickered to Wyath and then back to Jasn. “What are you doing here? Why did he bring you here?”

      “Cheneth called him here,” Wyath said.

      Jasn glanced at the man out of the corner of his eye, wondering why he would lie to Alena.

      “And he wants you to teach him,” Wyath went on.

      She gripped the hilt of her sword tightly enough to whiten her knuckles and for a moment, Jasn thought she might unsheathe her sword and swing at him. Then she took a deep breath and shook her head. “I said that I had enough as it was and that I wasn’t willing to take on another.”

      “You can’t make that choice, Alena,” Wyath said softly.

      She turned to the man. “You know what happens. Each one who comes is the same. Most are battle hardened, and even then, they fail. This one,” she said, disgust heavy in her voice, “does not seem to be even that.”

      “He served in Rens for a year.”

      Alena considered Jasn for a moment. “Then why am I to train him? A man who survives that long knows all that he needs.”

      Wyath took a step toward her and shrugged. “Because it’s what Cheneth wants. You know what’s at stake if we don’t do this—”

      “I know what will happen if I do,” she snapped.

      Jasn stepped toward them. “What is it? Why am I here?”

      Alena jerked her head around to face him, fire in her eyes. She looked as if she wanted to say something but then stormed away, back toward the center of the barracks.
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        The draasin attacked along the border, controlled by shapers able to command the creatures. The Order of Warrior believed Rens controlled the draasin, and many were lost.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “Tell me again what it is that you want me to do,” Jasn said, crouching between a pair of particularly tall oak trees, searching for prints in the ground and finding none. Damn Alena and this task she’d assigned him. This close to the barracks, he wouldn’t find the creatures she expected.

      The first few days in the camp had been mostly repetition and almost blessedly calm compared to what he had been accustomed to while in Rens. Alena made a point of trying to determine the depth and breadth of his shaping skill, giving him increasingly complex shapings to complete, but his time spent the past year had honed his shaping ability, so he passed most of her challenges with relative ease. None of it gave him any better idea of why he’d been sent here by Lachen. What was he meant to learn? What was the purpose for all the power-infused buildings hidden in the middle of the forest? Why draw him away from Rens where he at least had the potential to be useful?

      There were others like him in the barracks. Wyath referred to them as students, though from what Jasn saw, most were fully raised members of the order. There were other instructors like Alena, usually paired with one or two students, and he’d learned Alena had another student named Bayan, though he rarely saw her. Most of his time had been wasted, much like this.

      Muted sounds of voices drifted through the trees, and Jasn could still smell the smoke from the barracks but couldn’t see it from where they were—not that it mattered. They were close, but far enough that none of the others in the camp would see him fail. After his time in Rens, failure was a constant companion anyway.

      Alena stood with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at him. Since he’d met her, he wasn’t sure when she didn’t glare at him. “I want you to focus,” she snapped. “You know how to focus, don’t you?”

      Jasn suppressed his irritation. Alena had been instructed to train him but had done little more than constantly test him as if he were newly trained.

      “Focus on what?” he demanded. “Each day, you tell me the same thing. Each day, you want me to focus, to demonstrate sensing and shaping like I’m some sort of novice in Atenas. I’ve spent the past year facing death in Rens and now you want me to track deer? There are none here!”

      Ever since she learned that Lachen had sent him to the barracks, she’d been in an even more foul mood. Jasn did nothing to deny it, though Cheneth continued the charade that he was the one who wanted Jasn to study with Alena.

      Alena uncrossed her arms, her hand dipping close to the slender blade sheathed at her waist, a sword Jasn had discovered she knew how to wield as well as any warrior he’d met, before turning away from him. He didn’t miss the flash of disgust that crossed her face.

      She disappeared into the trees, and Jasn scrambled to his feet to follow. Now where did she think to lead him?

      He caught up to her as she stopped near a ridge that dropped into a shallow valley. A wide river ran through it, spilling over rocks with a white froth and twisting through the valley before disappearing. She knelt on the ground, one hand touching the rock at the edge of the ridge, the other lightly gripping the hilt of her sword.

      She didn’t look up as he approached. “Can you sense it here?”

      He glanced around and let out an annoyed sigh. “Sense what?”

      Alena’s piercing blue eyes stared at him and mirrored the irritation he knew she felt toward him. Hair that seemed more brown than blond spilled over her shoulders, catching the light filtering through the trees. A braid held part of her hair back, but the rest hung loose. Even with her anger, he couldn’t deny her beauty. But after Katya, he could no more attempt flirtation than he’d managed to die while in Rens.

      Alena wiped her hands on her pants. Her eyes flicked past him, staring into the trees as if seeing something there that he could not. He’d learned that she was skilled. Wyath had claimed she was the most skilled in the barracks, and he’d seen nothing that would disprove that, but then again, he’d seen nothing that proved it, either. So far, he’d only been dragged into the woods and asked to follow the tracks of deer making their way through the trees near camp.

      “You’ve been trained in Atenas and you might have had some success in Rens, but what you’ve learned is too blunt,” Alena said. “Out here, and with what you will be asked to do, you need to learn how to listen. You will need to learn subtlety.”

      “Subtlety is useless when you’re trying to fend off draasin and Rens attackers,” Jasn said.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. But if you could listen—”

      “I can sense, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      Her eyes hardened even more, if that were possible. “Can you? Because from what I can tell, you’ve only learned the minimum to be useful.”

      Jasn felt a surge of irritation that matched the tone in her voice. “How long has it been since you’ve fought in Rens? My experience there was nothing academic.”

      “If that were the case, then you should have no problem doing as I’ve asked. You should be able to tell me where to find the herd but so far haven’t shown me that you can.”

      Jasn nearly threw his hands up in frustration. “Because there isn’t one!”

      As he said it, he felt the shifting of a shaping. It was subtle, so subtle that he hadn’t detected it before, or if he had, he’d thought it came from shaping near the barracks. Now that he sensed it, he realized the source of the shaping and how Alena held on to it, using a lighter touch than any he’d ever encountered.

      The trees around him shimmered and, like a fog easing, seven speckled deer stood barely twenty paces away, chewing at grasses on the ground. As the shaping dropped, they looked up, almost as one, and seemed to see him and Alena. They turned and darted deeper into the trees, disappearing so quickly that Jasn would almost swear that they hadn’t been there at all.

      “What was that you were saying?” Alena asked.

      She didn’t give him the chance to answer and moved past him, fading into the trees like one of the deer.

      Damn. Was that what Lachen wanted him to learn?

      Jasn hurried after her, but Alena moved quickly and he struggled to keep pace. He tracked her up the slope of the mountain, winding through what must once have been a path but was now little more than trampled undergrowth. Dirt and rock trickled down from Alena’s passing, the only sign that he was still heading in the right direction. Earth sensing helped little. He couldn’t detect her and assumed she’d used some shaping to mask herself, probably one much like what she’d used with the deer.

      A crack across the slope caused him to turn, and he ducked beneath branches, racing toward where he’d heard her. He wanted to catch her, not only to prove that he could keep pace, but also because he wanted to know how she had managed a shaping that obscured the herd of deer. He hadn’t even been aware that they were there. Earth sensing should have given him some clue, but even without that, water sensing should have granted him awareness of the blood pumping through their veins, much like it should with…

      Jasn almost stumbled to a stop. How could she mask that as well?

      It was one thing to obscure with an earth shaping. That was a shaping he’d learned, and he could use earth to blend objects into the background. It was useful, and it was how the entire barracks were hidden. But he’d never known water to be used the same way, especially not against him.

      Blighted stars, but he should’ve realized that before running after her.

      And if he couldn’t rely on shaping to find her, how would he reach her?

      But hadn’t he already found a way? He’d run through the trees, using the sounds of disturbance through the forest to chase her. Not only the soft trail of rock cascading from footsteps, the sort of passing that was difficult to hide, but also the sway of branches and the prints made as she stepped through the underbrush. Jasn had grown up in mountains such as these and had hunted with Lachen, the two of them chasing each other as they competed to learn who could find the largest squirrel, or hare, or even occasionally a wolf.

      He ignored shaping earth and water, pushing that aside for something else as he reached for wind. Not water. Jasn refused to acknowledge water as often as he could. Wind had always been easy enough for him, perhaps not as easy as earth, but easier than fire, and he listened now, focusing on the way it swirled around him. He didn’t need to use wind sensing to find Alena, only to find evidence of her passing. They were different, and it was possible she hadn’t masked herself fully.

      Wind played against his skin and he breathed it out, focusing as he’d long ago been taught to focus, letting himself first master the wind within him before reaching to what surrounded him, taking more time than he usually did with sensing. If he wanted to succeed with Alena’s trials, maybe he needed to focus on the basics, on those things he had first learned back before he joined the order. And if she wanted him to sense deeply, he would do what he could.

      As he listened, he noted the way the wind lifted around the branches. He could feel the way it brushed across the tops of the grasses, swirling through the upper boughs of the trees, sending hints of pine into the air. Wind revealed other creatures by their breathing and the way they disturbed the eddying currents, and Jasn listened for these, knowing that for him to reach Alena, he would need to find her through this connection.

      Countless small animals moved through the forest, and Jasn was amazed at how earth shaping had failed to reveal these to him. Had Alena hidden them in an attempt to prove how little he knew, or was there another reason he’d failed at finding them? Was there something else about this place that he had yet to discover?

      When he detected where she had to be, he smiled. The wind pulled differently around her in countless ways, not the least of which was the way the branches swayed from her passing, the change in the air from her breath, or even the absence of the other creatures around her.

      Jasn moved quickly toward where he sensed her and discovered her near a large pond fed by a narrow stream. The water of the pond was a faint green and swirled as if the current of the stream flowed more rapidly than it otherwise appeared. Alena dipped a finger in the pond and swirled it around, controlling it with her shaping.

      She didn’t look up as he approached. “What shaping did you use to find me?”

      There was almost a pattern to the way she traced her finger through the water, but one that Jasn didn’t recognize. “Wind,” he said.

      She nodded. “Good. Earth and water were obscured. I needed to know how strong you are with wind and fire.”

      Jasn blinked. He’d thought she overlooked the way that he could use wind, but she hadn’t at all. She’d wanted him to reach wind.

      What game was she playing?

      Alena stood and rubbed her finger across her pants absently, still staring down at the water, her head tipped to the side as if listening to something that only she could hear. Jasn reached out with water sensing and earth sensing but still detected nothing. Even wind was difficult now. All he could detect was the heat from her body, the flush of her skin, and…

      Jasn forced those thoughts away. Whatever else Alena was to him, she was supposed to train him. She’d not wanted to work with him even though Lachen had demanded it of her, and her irritation had been a constant presence with him.

      Until now, he realized. She studied him with a different expression, as if he’d surprised her. Had she not expected him to find her?

      “You have some potential,” Alena said. “You still rely too much on shaping, but that can be corrected.”

      “What else is there to rely on if not shaping?”

      She walked past him without answering, disappearing once more into the woods.
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        The draasin presence forced Commander Nolan to devote even more warrior presence along the border, but such force came at a cost. The once thriving order now faltered, energy that had been put toward study and understanding the elements now went toward survival.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “I hear you managed to find her today,” Wyath said to Jasn as he sat by the small fire, working a slender knife down a long length of wood, drawing the bark slowly from it. Every so often, he’d run his thumb across the area he’d just completed and perform a gentle shaping of earth, smoothing the surface.

      Jasn wondered what he carved. So far, all he could tell was that the old warrior cleared the wood of bark. “Is that the test then?” If that was all there was to this place, then Lachen had misjudged. Having him here would be a waste of his time.

      But Rens could wait. The border, including Rens and the draasin, would be there when he returned.

      Wyath looked up and smiled. “One of them. Sometimes the hardest one.”

      “I never found her in a month.”

      Jasn looked over to see Bayan scooting closer to the fire. The dark-haired woman had sharp features and wore a heavy jacket even in the warmth of the day. From what Jasn had determined, Bayan was a skilled shaper and studied under Alena as well, though he rarely saw them working together.

      “See? You’re doing better than Bay here, and look how well she’s been doing,” Wyath said.

      Jasn rested his elbows on his legs and stared at the fire. Flames danced and moved with the wind, sending smoke billowing up into the air. Wind and fire, so intertwined. Was there a reason Alena hadn’t blocked either of those from him?

      He still hadn’t learned how she managed to block him in the first place. Even in Atenas, he didn’t know of anyone able to do shapings quite like that. Maybe there was more to this place than he’d realized. Perhaps that was the lesson Lachen wanted him to learn. It would be useful when he returned. Shapings that could mask the warrior would allow them to get closer to the draasin. Maybe they would finally manage to push them back.

      “Still can’t find her every time,” Bayan said. “Damn woman is subtle. Do you know she hid in one of the trees near the barracks for the entire day yesterday? Had me wandering the forest searching for her the whole day, and never once did I make it back here to find her. Night fell and I came back, and there she was, still sitting up there. Had the gall to whistle at me like I’m some sort of dog.”

      Wyath grinned and slipped the knife down the shaft of wood, curling off a particularly long piece. “Learned that one from me, she did.”

      “Do you still teach?” Jasn asked.

      Wyath shook his head. “Not me, and not anymore.” He palmed the knife and patted his hip. “Too slow to be of much use. Better working here.”

      Jasn still wished that he knew where here was and what they were doing. Alena was showing him how little he knew about shaping. There was no doubt now that she was incredibly skilled, more so than many of the instructors in Atenas, but why was she hiding here when Lachen would have so much more use for her in Rens? If they could clear those lands, they might finally manage to stop the damn war, and wasn’t that the goal?

      Unless there was something more about what they did here. If so, why hadn’t Lachen told him?

      “You wouldn’t want me to teach anyway,” Wyath went on. “I could be too hard.”

      “Harder than Alena?” Bayan asked. “How many make it through her trials?”

      Wyath shrugged. “Those who wash out weren’t meant to be here.”

      Jasn leaned forward. “I could wash out? What happens then?”

      “Doubt that’ll happen, so don’t worry about it,” Wyath said.

      “Commander’s choice? He’s about as likely to wash out as Bayan is to make it through.” A muscular warrior with a dark shock of hair and a wicked scar running down his chin appeared on the other side of the fire and stood with shadows dancing around him, a dark sneer spreading across his face. “Sorry to break it to you, but you know that’s the truth.”

      Bayan glared at him.

      Wyath stopped carving and set his knife on his lap. Whatever he’d been working on slipped forward. A shaping built from him, and he held it with a steady power. “Back a bit late tonight, don’t you think, Thenas?”

      Thenas opened his mouth, then clamped it shut again. “Didn’t see you there, Wyath. Don’t mind me.” With that, Thenas continued into the darkness, disappearing between a pair of squat buildings.

      “That damn man,” Bayan muttered.

      “Do as he said,” Wyath suggested. “Don’t mind him.”

      “Can’t believe he studies with Calan anyway,” Bayan said. “He’s said to be the best—”

      She cut herself off at a shake of Wyath’s head.

      Jasn leaned forward, looking from Bayan to Wyath before turning his gaze back into the barracks, in the direction that Thenas had gone. “Best what? Instructor here, because I thought that was Alena. Or is there something else?”

      Bayan gave Wyath a beseeching look, and he only shook his head.

      Jasn grunted. “Fine. Don’t tell me why I’m here or what the commander wants me to learn. What good will that do me anyway?” He stood and stalked away from the fire, leaving Bayan and Wyath to their quiet conversation.

      He found himself walking through the camp, wandering aimlessly. Were he to make it to the south end, he would reach the small dorm he’d been granted. At least it was private. That was more than could be said about most of the space granted recruits in Atenas. He’d found some success today. Even Wyath and Bayan agreed with that, so then why did he still not know the reason he’d been brought here? Was that what Lachen had wanted?

      He stopped outside the strange circular building and ran his fingers along the stone. The last time he’d been this close, Alena had jerked his hand away, but this time, she wasn’t here to stop him. The stone tingled beneath his fingers, but otherwise he sensed nothing particularly special about it.

      Well, he realized, that wasn’t quite true. He didn’t sense anything about it at all. Like many of the buildings within the camp, they were masked from earth sensing, shielding them from him. This ward was particularly potent, as if whatever it masked was even more important to hide.

      Jasn circled around it, searching for an entrance, anything that would help him explain why this was here and perhaps why he was here. He found nothing.

      As he started away, a shadow shifted, stepping out from between two buildings then approaching. “Alena,” he said carefully.

      “You think you can have some success and all of a sudden you deserve access to the pens?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Alena stopped a pace away from him. “Just because he brought you here doesn’t give you a pass. Even here—especially here—you have to earn your place.”

      Jasn frowned. Was she angry with him because of Lachen? “The commander?”

      “You think others don’t know? You’re the first one he’s brought in over a year. The last… Well, the last didn’t make it.” She cocked her head and fixed him with her hard eyes. “The commander leads the order, but the scholars lead the camp here.”

      “Look, I get it. You’re not happy that I’m here. You’re not happy to have to teach. But I’m not some shaper freshly raised to the order,” he said. “I’ve spent more time in Rens than most in the barracks combined.”

      “And you think that makes you better?”

      Jasn laughed darkly and looked to the circular stone building. “That makes me what it makes me,” he said. “Still here.”

      Alena studied him for a moment. “You don’t want to be here?”

      “I don’t want to be anywhere,” he said softly.

      She watched him a moment more before stepping over to the circular building—she’d called it the pens—and laid her hand on a spot along the wall. Jasn noted the marking beneath her hand and then detected the steady building shaping that she used, twisting earth in a way that he’d never tried even though he considered himself skilled with the element. A doorway parted in the wall.

      Alena stepped aside and motioned him to come close. “You want to know what you’re doing here? You want to know why I push and others wash out? You want to know why I’m concerned about someone who has spent nearly a year in Rens?” she asked. “Go ahead. Take a look.”

      Jasn approached cautiously. Something felt off as he did, though he didn’t quite know what he sensed. Maybe it was all from Alena’s irritation, or maybe it was the way she’d shaped open the door in the pen.

      When he stopped in front of the entrance, he felt a blast of heat, as if standing in front of a forge fire. In spite of the heat, a chill tingled along his spine and settled into his stomach. What was this?

      He ducked his head in slowly, carefully.

      A sudden surge of light—an explosion of fire so bright that it blinded him—caught him off guard, and he jerked his head back. Anger replaced the chill, leaving a knot in his stomach and his heart fluttering.

      “Draasin?” he whispered. “You have captured draasin here?”

      Alena tapped the wall, twisting it again with some shaping that blocked him out, and then walked away from him without another word.
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        Rens understood the war differently. They claimed no control over the draasin, but their worship of the elementals and their continuous support for the attacks continued to drive Rens further into the war.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara crouched in the shade of a rocky overhang and licked at the moisture around the lip of her waterskin. A hot wind gusted over the flat expanse of Rens, updrafts catching swirls of dust and dirt and sending them into thick spirals that faded the higher they spun. Occasionally, the wind would blow with more force, blasting her face, forcing her to shield her eyes and almost tempting her to pull the shaisa veil over her mouth, but Ciara refused. Already the two nya’shin saw her as weak, and she wouldn’t give them any more reason to treat her differently.

      She glanced at Fas and Eshan leaning against the rock, lounging against the hot stone almost as if to prove they didn’t feel the heat coming off it. They left their long j’na spears resting uselessly next to them, the scooping curved blade catching the light of the midday sun. Even though the wind blew with more strength where they stood, neither gripped their waterskins with the same force that she clutched hers, and neither seemed the least bit bothered by the sand whipping into their eyes and mouths.

      “Won’t find water hiding under the rock,” Eshan said. The blasted man didn’t even bother looking in her direction, just called it casually into the wind, expecting that his words would carry to her.

      Fas chuckled. Ciara grabbed a handful of rock and tossed it at them. Neither bothered to look when she did that. The least they could do was make a play for their spears, but they didn’t so much as flinch.

      Blasted search for water. Her father was wrong, but she wouldn’t convince him of that, and he wouldn’t let her search beyond the waste. Without his blessing, she couldn’t go, not if she intended to survive. Risking that journey meant she’d need to bring stores of water with her, more than her normal allotment.

      Ciara licked the moisture off the lip of the waterskin one more time, carefully squeezing the bottle as she did so as not to waste any, then stoppered it once more. “Bet I find water before either of you,” she said, but she already knew there would not be any found here. She’d sensed that yesterday from atop the rock. There was nothing here for them. Only more of the heat and dry rock.

      Eshan glanced at Fas, who shrugged. “Doesn’t matter if she finds it first. We’ll just claim we did,” Eshan said.

      Ciara searched for a larger rock to throw at him, but it wouldn’t do any good. Besides, the elders would believe Fas over her anyway, and there was no way he was going against Eshan.

      “Maybe we let her lead, let her prove how capable she is,” Fas suggested.

      Ciara glared at them, but it didn’t do any good. Neither man bothered looking back at her.

      She grabbed a fistful of her long black hair and tucked it beneath the shaisa veil as she started out from the rock’s shelter. Even if she didn’t wear the veil around her mouth, the stupid thing could still be useful. Eshan and Fas didn’t even wear theirs. Had they even brought them along, or had they left them back in the village with their sense?

      Ciara kicked at the nearest spear and sent it rolling away from the rock. Fas lunged after it, wanting to catch it before the curved osidan tip struck the rock and damaged it. She let herself feel a moment of victory at the way he moved, forced to crawl like a rock crab scrambling over coals.

      Eshan turned to Fas to help, and Ciara made a point of grabbing his j’na spear and twirling it in her hands. The weight was more than she preferred, but then again, few women were allowed to ever handle the spears. Acquiring a spear was part of the rite of passage for a nya’shin, almost as much for the spear itself as for the markings made into the shaft. If she ever were allowed to become one of the nya’shin—and the council made certain that she never had the opportunity—she might be the first woman to possess a j’na spear.

      “Blast you, Ciara!” Eshan shouted at her.

      She ignored him and started across the waste, clutching his spear as she went. Water seeking told her that no water was out there, but she would look. She made her way south, following the direction of the draasin that she’d seen but didn’t really know if it would matter. Was there any water out in the waste?

      Ciara had learned she could be a water seeker when she was nearly five. Like most eligible to become nya’shin, sensing came first. It was the ability to detect water in all its forms, from the gentle call of the coming rain to the deep underground ponds, and even to the water flowing through plant and animal. Sensing had uses, especially to those living in Rens.

      Unlike the others of the nya’shin, she had never shown any talent at shaping. With water shaping, Fas and Eshan could pull water from those deep ponds and replenish the village stores and ensure the village survived another day. That was the role of the nya’shin. Without it, Ciara wondered if she would ever truly be able to be nya’shin.

      This close to the edge of the waste, wind hammered at her like the hot breath of a draasin, blowing sand and sending small fragments of rock flying at her. Even shielding her eyes no longer helped, and she was forced to pull her veil up to protect her eyes and mouth.

      The thin fabric filtered most of the sand and dimmed the light, shading her somewhat, but it forced her to smell her dry, bitter breath. It was almost as bad as Eshan smelled most days. Ciara resisted the urge to lick her lips, not wanting to waste moisture.

      She didn’t have to turn to know that Eshan approached her, running up behind her. The sense of his pulse bounding rapidly through his veins told her that he came. Like most people, he had a distinct rhythm to the way blood flowed through him. With Eshan and Fas, especially after spending so many days out searching with them, she barely had to turn to recognize him.

      Eshan jerked the spear from her hands. He was nearly a head taller and thick with ropy muscle, so resisting would have gotten her nowhere. Instead, she took small satisfaction in the way sweat beaded on his brow and the way his pulse raced. Much longer, and he’d need to take a larger drink. From the way his waterskin pulled on her, he wouldn’t have enough to last much longer, not running like that near the edge of the waste.

      “Feeling thirsty, Eshan?” she asked.

      Eshan rolled his spear between his palms, inspecting the edge of his blade before glaring at Ciara. He pointed the tip of the spear at her, pushing out as if he intended to stab her like she was one of the thick-hided linaas found in this part of the waste. At least the lizard had the sense not to rile up a nya’shin armed with his j’na spear.

      Fas reached them, lumbering at a more relaxed pace. Not quite as tall as Eshan nor as muscular, he somehow managed to chide Ciara as he approached. Ciara blushed, thankful that she had the veil up and that it would keep Fas from seeing the way he managed to get to her.

      She forced her mind away, using her water sensing. His pulse rolled through him at a more relaxed clip. Not like hers when she thought too much about him. Dehydration had not set in with him to nearly the extreme as it had with Eshan, and his easy run had preserved much of what he needed to keep going.

      Fas grabbed the end of Eshan’s spear and pulled him back. “What will the council say when we return to tell them Ciara was stabbed by your spear?”

      “They’d probably understand,” Eshan said, holding tight to his grip. “One less mouth for water and all.”

      If Fas released his hold on the spear, Ciara suspected it would come streaking toward her faster than she could react. She might be able to sense the blood running through his veins, but there wasn’t much that she’d be able to do. Were she a shaper like either of them, she might be able to push away, or slow the blood pulsing through them, anything that might give her a brief advantage.

      “You think Ness will be pleased to learn his girl was left to bleed out on the waste? There won’t be many among the council interested in stopping his spear then. Besides, we’ll need every able body if another attack comes.”

      Eshan relaxed his hands and lowered the spear, not taking his eyes off Ciara. “Your father won’t always be able to protect you,” he snapped. With a hard jerk on his j’na, he freed it from Fas’s grip and continued across the waste, not bothering to glance back at them as he headed west.

      Ciara didn’t bother to tell him that she’d sensed water to the south.

      “You’ll never become nya’shin if you keep pushing against him,” Fas said as Eshan disappeared.

      Ciara grabbed the fabric of her tan elouf wrap and shifted it, not willing to meet Fas’s eyes. “Do you really think they ever intend for me to become a nya’shin?” she asked. “The council seems to think me incapable because I can’t manipulate water as you can.”

      Fas’s mouth slowly twisted into a smile. Blast him, but it only made him more attractive. His dark eyes even managed to twinkle, as if the man knew the effect he had on her. Ciara touched her shaisa veil, ensuring that it still covered her face.

      “I didn’t say that you’d never be a nya’shin,” Fas said. “And seeing the way you’re squeezing your elouf, I’m not sure what it said, either. Stormbringer knows few enough can be water seekers as it is.”

      Ciara forced her hands to relax. It wouldn’t do to tear the fabric. So far, sand hadn’t managed to make its way down her back, but once it did, she’d have to find a protected place to pull the entire wrap off, and she wasn’t about to ask Fas’s help with that.

      “Sorry about your j’na,” she said.

      Fas tilted the tip toward the ground and twisted the end. The long, curved metal tip was designed to pierce the thick hide of most creatures that managed to live in the waste, but it had the added benefit that it helped pull the spear through the air, almost as if it were shaped.

      “Do you know how long it took for me to carve this?” he asked.

      He motioned for her to follow, and Ciara did so reluctantly. She wanted to go south, after the draasin that she’d seen, but Eshan had gone west. There was nothing there but more rock. She didn’t need to be a powerful senser to know that.

      “Two moons came and went,” he said when she didn’t answer.

      “Two moons?” she asked. Figures that he would manage to carve his j’na faster than any other nya’shin. Most took nearly a year to complete their spear, and even then, they continued to add to the weapon over time. According to her father, his j’na still wasn’t complete, and it had been nearly a decade since he served.

      Fas flushed slightly, color blooming in his cheeks like a babe out in the sun too long, then fading. “You know the first pattern is always the most difficult.”

      Ciara nodded, as if knowing exactly that. How could she know what was involved in carving a j’na when the council chose not to share anything with her? Even her father told her little, either thinking to protect her or because she couldn’t shape like Fas and Eshan.

      “After that, they all seemed to come naturally. Like shaping ripples in water. The effort it takes to make the first ripple is the greatest, but after that, the waves come quickly.”

      Ciara pulled away from him. “Since I can’t shape anything, I’ll have to take your word for it. Besides, I’d simply throw a stone into the water to make the waves, but first you have to find water.”

      Ciara turned to the south, but Fas grabbed her arm. “Eshan went the other way. You heard your father. No point in trying to cross the waste. There’s nothing there.”

      “We don’t know that. Why else would the draasin fly to the south?”

      “We can’t know why the draasin do anything that they do. We’re so far beneath their notice.” Fas pointed to the west. “Come on, Ciara. We follow Eshan.”

      “Eshan is wrong,” Ciara muttered.

      She didn’t argue again as they continued after Eshan. A part of her knew she should, that if she ever intended to be nya’shin, she’d need to find the strength to stand up for what she knew she sensed even when others did not believe her. Shaping was different than sensing. At least, that’s what she told herself. What did it matter that she couldn’t shape?

      Except, it mattered to the council. It mattered to Eshan. And it mattered to Fas. Most of all, it seemed to matter to her father. If the ala’shin didn’t think she deserved to be raised to nya’shin, Ciara never would.

      She refused to glance over at Fas, choosing to focus on sensing. In the waste, she could go hours without sensing anything other than the blood in her veins and that of those she traveled with. There was some moisture found in the plants that grew throughout the area, but they had reached the rocky edge of the waste where it flowed into towering dunes. Nothing grew within the dunes.

      Nothing chased either. For Eshan and the elders, that was the most important aspect.

      “Do you sense it?” Fas asked.

      With the comment, Ciara realized that she sensed something but couldn’t tell what it was. She’d been so focused on her irritation with Eshan that she hadn’t bothered to keep her attention on the task at hand. Now that Fas mentioned it, she did sense something different.

      “What is it?” Fas asked.

      Ciara knew him to be a skilled senser and an even more skilled shaper—probably more so than even Eshan, though Fas would never admit to it—so for him to question gave her pause. A pool of liquid was across the nearest dune. Not much moisture, and certainly not enough to summon the council, but it was out of place in this part of the waste.

      Fas tipped his j’na forward and moved more cautiously. He pulled his shaisa veil over his mouth and crouched, getting into a stance Ciara suspected she would only learn once she managed to earn her j’na. With each step, he swept the spear from side to side as if anticipating an attack at any moment.

      Ciara grabbed her long knife, the earliest weapon of a nya’shin, and held it in front of her, feeling woefully unarmed compared to Fas. Even a simple spear would provide her more protection in the waste than the blasted knife they allowed her, but nya’shin were supposed to learn mastery over their knives before they were granted anything else.

      When they reached the top of the rise, Ciara knew immediately what she’d sensed.

      A body lay atop the sand, blood pouring out of it, soaking the sand a deep maroon.

      Eshan.

      She raced down the dune, unmindful of danger. She sensed nothing but his blood. There was no pulsing sense of his heartbeat nor was there anything else she should fear.

      Eshan lay facedown on the sand. The back of his elouf was singed, as if burned by the sun itself, and scorch marks ran along either side of the sand. Ciara carefully rolled him over, checking his neck for a pulse and finding none. Given the amount of blood that she sensed, she hadn’t expected to find one.

      She crouched back on her heels as Fas reached them and felt something firm beneath her foot. Heat had melted the sand, turning it into a sharp sheet of irregular glass. She pried the chunk from the surrounding sand and noted that the glass had a reddish hue, as if some of Eshan’s blood had stained it. It was a thick piece of glass that spiraled toward a wickedly sharp tip. Ciara slipped this into her belt loop.

      “What happened to him?” Fas asked.

      Ciara shook her head. “Fire. An attack.”

      There weren’t many attacks that looked like this. Really, there was only one that she could think of, but it made no sense for the draasin to attack, even if they had been acting strangely lately.

      “You think this draasin?” Fas asked.

      From his tone, she knew he questioned it as well. Ciara turned her eyes to the sky. The shaisa shielded them from the brightness of the sun, but not so much that she would have missed seeing an attack. If it had been draasin, why had they not fed? The draasin could be brutal creatures, but why hunt and kill Eshan and then leave him behind?

      Another question came to her, one with no other answer: where was Eshan’s j’na?
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        How can one survive so long at the edge of the waste? The place shatters all but the heartiest and requires an almost religious devotion to the great storms that rage violently through those lands.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The thick hide walls of the tent surrounded Ciara, smoke lingering from the fire from the night before. The days might be blistering hot in Rens, but the temperature at night dropped quickly and could be dangerous if one was unprepared. Worse than the cold was the dark. In this part of Rens, the darkness was overwhelming and terrifying. Living beneath the heat of the sun like they did, there was something different about the lack of light, almost a malevolence. Ciara was perfectly happy to stay by the hearth.

      Her father, Ness, stood in front of the remains of the fire, cleaning char off the end of a long, slender rod as he sharpened it, almost as if preparing another j’na, but he’d claimed his long enough ago that the spear had a smooth, weathered appearance to it from all the years spent squeezed in his palms. He had not bothered to look up as she entered.

      Ciara suspected his water seeking allowed him to recognize that she entered, much like hers communicated that his pulse thrummed more quickly through his veins than usual, a sure sign of his irritation.

      Ciara didn’t need to be a water seeker to know he was upset. The pulsing vein in his forehead told her that nearly as well, as did the firm way he gripped the knife he worked along the rod, sliding it with more force than was really necessary. She waited, not daring to speak to him until he was ready to address her.

      She checked her shaisa veil, making certain it was situated appropriately. She didn’t want to risk irritating him further with something as simple as a veil, not when so much else would anger him equally well.

      “You bother to wear the veil now, but not while scouting?” he admonished.

      Ciara couldn’t help but feel impressed that he’d managed to note her actions without needing to turn. Could his water seeking be so powerful that he knew so much? “I’m sorry, Father,” she said, dropping her hands to her waist, fingering the long knife sheathed there.

      Her other hand went to her pocket, where the irregular piece of glass she’d claimed from the desert still rested. It was sharp and had cut her hand more than once, but she had felt compelled to bring it with her. If one of the draasin had killed Eshan, having draasin glass might prove useful. It weighed heavily in her pocket, and in spite of what had happened to Eshan, there was a certain luck in discovering draasin glass.

      “Tell me again, Ciara, how Eshan was lost.”

      She’d told the story nearly a dozen times, often enough that she spoke it by rote. When she and Fas had returned from the waste carrying Eshan’s body, the questions had come almost immediately. First from the scouts patrolling the fringes of the village, then from the children playing in the rocks ranging away from the village, and finally from countless people once they reached the village itself. It felt different telling the tale to one of the council, even if he was her father.

      “Eshan turned west,” she started. As always, she left out the part where Eshan had threatened her, knowing that it served no purpose to dishonor him now. “Fas and I trailed. When we crested a rise, we sensed that he was down. I don’t know what happened, Father.”

      His hands stopped scraping along the edge of the long rod. Ciara noted the steady spiral pattern that he worked around the thick length of wood that repeated in a steady loop around it. What was he carving?

      She’d rarely seen him work with such intensity. Had he heard something from one of the distant villages? The Stormbringer knew that news was infrequent enough, especially these days. Often enough that they knew others still existed, but rare enough that they were left wondering what might have happened. If Ter found them here, this far into Rens, then they would truly be lost.

      “You were scouting together?”

      She hesitated before nodding. Questions about whether they’d seen the attack or heard evidence of the draasin usually came next. What did he think to get at by asking about how they scouted?

      “We were,” she said.

      Finally, he turned to her. His eyes were a flat gray that she’d always found welcoming. Others found them hard and often angry, but she had known him to be gentle and tender with her. He could be hard, but it was always with a reason. Now they had a reason to be harder with her. Wrinkles pulled at the corners of his mouth, pulling his deeply tanned cheeks into a frown.

      His hands squeezed the wooden staff he worked, his knuckles whitening. “Why had Eshan ranged ahead?”

      “He… he was angry with me,” she said in a rush, feeling ashamed that she was forced to admit what happened. “He went west, and I lagged behind.”

      “Why did you lag behind?”

      Ciara debated how to answer. Did she admit that she had wanted to investigate across the waste? Her father had already told her that she could not, so admitting that she had considered it would only anger him.

      “You thought to search for the draasin,” he said.

      She sighed and nodded.

      His frown deepened. “You are to be a nya’shin, Ciara. It is a difficult position for most men who can manipulate water. How do you intend to succeed as a woman—and a seeker only, at that—if you are unwilling to do what you know is right?”

      Ciara stared at her hands, knowing that she should have said something. Maybe if she had, Eshan wouldn’t have died. Maybe the draasin wouldn’t have attacked him, or maybe they would have all perished.

      “What would have happened had you found them? Do you think the draasin would not protect their stores?”

      “I only wanted to see if there was anything—”

      “The village will suffer if we can’t find water soon. Crossing the waste isn’t possible. We need all our seekers searching for hidden wells, especially now that we’ve lost Eshan. That is what you must do.” Her father lowered the shaping blade to the ground and tapped shavings of ash from the slender wooden rod. “Moving south is dangerous. That brings us deeper into the waste, farther into inhospitable lands that were never meant for man to survive.”

      “Just as west brings us closer to Ter and their shapers. At least through the waste we have a chance,” Ciara said. “We can’t continue on like this, Father. Eventually we’ll have to decide between remaining on the border or risking a full crossing.” A full crossing meant the entire village. If they failed to find water, something would have to be done.

      Her father tapped the rod again, sending a spray of ash falling to the ground, where he pushed it away with his sandaled foot. “Water is sparse enough along the edge of the waste, Ciara. How do you think even our strongest seekers will be able to find it once you enter the waste?” He tapped the rod once more. “We don’t even have enough water for the journey, not if we intend for our people to survive.”

      “Survive? That is all we do, Father. When will we live?”

      “The Stormbringer will provide. Since we were forced into these lands, he always has, and has watched over us as well. You must be ready to search, to help your people.” He fixed her with his intense gray-eyed stare, and Ciara couldn’t look away.

      “That is all I have ever wanted.”

      Her father gripped the carving and pushed himself to his feet. “I know that it has.” He handed her the wooden staff, and she took it with a frown. “Every nya’shin must form their j’na, but each is given a start from another seeker. Eshan is gone, and you have grown too fond of Fas”—she flushed as he said it, wishing she could hide her emotions better—“for him to be a reasonable choice. It may have been many years since I served as a seeker, but here.”

      Ciara took it carefully, rolling it between her hands. The beginning of the spear was more slender than Fas or Eshan’s had been, but then it was meant for someone with less strength to wield. The patterns carved along the edge of the spear were more intricate when seen up close than they had appeared when she’d first observed her father carving them.

      The Rens language consisted of a series of shapes to make phrases. In that way, it was more complicated than the letters used by Ter and Galen and managed to convey some sense of emotion with it. Her father had carved with care, using phrases that spelled out “Pride of the People” and “Great Listener.” Beyond the phrases carved on the spear were shapes she didn’t recognize, ones that were different than any that had been on Eshan or Fas’s j’na.

      “I do not deserve such praise,” she said. “After Eshan was lost, I thought you would no longer allow me to serve as a seeker.”

      “I cannot deny that it is difficult watching you, Ciara. You chose to follow me and have taken the first steps in that direction. Already you have faced much difficulty, but there will be more to come. That is the life of a nya’shin. That is the life of one destined to lead.”

      He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Eshan should never have separated from you. As lead seeker, the command—and the mistake—falls on him. What you do now is up to you.” He tapped the side of the spear, running his fingers along the phrase for Great Listener. “I pray to the Stormbringer that you will lead us safely. Work on your j’na. Craft it carefully, for it will guide you in the coming days. Know that you deserve to carry it. The moment you feel unworthy is the moment the Stormbringer will pull it from you.”
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* * *

      Ciara found Fas along the edge of the village. Scattered along the hills that provided protection from the heat of the sun were caverns, dotting the rock behind him. He crouched at the base of the finger of rock, looking up but not climbing. His lips were pinched in a pensive frown.

      Fas’s heart beat steadily in his chest, a regular pulsing of blood that Ciara could detect from the far side of the village with barely any thought or attempt to shape. Her father was right; she had grown too fond of Fas, and it colored her response. To serve as water seeker, she needed to be clear of mind so that she could focus on the sense of water around her. With Fas, all she could focus on was the steady way his heart pounded in his chest, the hot rhythm of his blood in his veins, and…

      Ciara forced the thoughts away. They did nothing to help the village or her people.

      Tension pulled at Fas’s angular jaw, and though he held his j’na lightly, she recognized tension in his shoulders and his hands as well. Since Eshan’s passing, Fas had been more subdued. Ciara suspected that he blamed himself, likely thinking he should have remained with Eshan. But how could they have known? They’d seen no sign of the draasin, nothing to think Eshan would have been in any danger.

      Fas turned as she approached and quickly took in the fact that she carried the beginnings of a spear. “At least some good will come of this,” he said, then turned to face the waste again.

      “My father,” she explained.

      Fas nodded. “His skill has not diminished in the years since he first carved his j’na.”

      Ciara’s eyes were drawn to the markings along the shaft. Her father’s spear was widely considered one of the most impressive ever fashioned by one of the nya’shin within the village. He still had his j’na; most nya’shin too old to seek still had their spears. He kept his less ceremoniously than most, making it something like a walking stick where others used their j’na as decoration in their homes.

      “He didn’t ask about the draasin,” Ciara said.

      Fas’s heart quickened slightly, and he breathed out heavily. “The council does not think it was the draasin.”

      “There were no signs of shaping. We would have sensed—”

      “Would we? The shapers of Ter are more skilled than any of us. They use earth and obscure themselves. For all we know, they’re hiding out in the waste as we speak, waiting for us.”

      Ciara thought that unlikely. Nothing lived in the waste, not even the deadly shapers of Ter who had attacked the people of Rens for the past dozen years, pushing villages back and claiming land with every passing month. Massive swaths of ancient lands had been stolen over the years and thousands of Rens families killed, entire villages destroyed, and the ancient cities claimed by Ter. Each year, the border of Rens pushed south, almost to her village. The council had managed to keep them alive so far, but all feared that it was only a matter of time before shapers reached them. It had been years since the village had to move, and there was nowhere farther sought they could go without risking crossing the waste.

      “Nothing else burns that brightly, Fas. That was elemental fire. If that were shaping, we would have known.”

      That had to be elemental fire. Otherwise, any advantage Ciara thought they might have, the ability for the nya’shin to detect anything—even shapers from Ter—would be gone. With it would be any hope that Rens had of being able to withstand an attack.

      “You’ve not gone beyond the edge of the village, Ciara. You’ve not seen what they’re able to do.” He shook his head. “When I first claimed my j’na, I was sent beyond the rock, far to the north, to lands that once were Rens.”

      “They are still Rens,” she said.

      He grunted. “Are they? I think those lands are something else now. They might not be Ter yet, but how much longer?”

      Ciara sat there, rubbing her hands together. Between the fear of an attack from Rens and the constant concern about water, her people barely survived. “That’s why we need to move,” she said softly.

      “And go where? Return to the ancient cities?”

      “If we must.”

      Fas laughed. “You’ve heard the stories. Their shapers don’t even fear the draasin! They attack them as if they were some simple beast to hunt. Can you imagine how powerful they must be to hunt the draasin?”

      She ran her hand along the shaft of the spear, letting the patterns rub underneath her palm. “That’s not powerful. That’s stupid.”

      “Maybe a bit of both,” Fas agreed.

      They stared into the waste, silent for a time. Ciara sensed the way Fas’s heart slowed as he relaxed and recognized how hers did the same. He had that effect on her, but did she have it on him or was it simply that he’d stopped thinking about Eshan for a time?

      “What if we made a crossing?”

      Fas’s heart fluttered faster for a moment. “There’s nothing but sand and death in the waste, Ciara.”

      “The draasin—”

      “The draasin can fly over the waste. We must walk. Even were we to survive the crossing, there’s no guarantee that there’s anything beyond the waste.”

      “What if no rains come?” she asked.

      Fas glanced back to the village before turning back to stare out at the waste. “We are of Rens. We will survive.”

      She wouldn’t get anywhere with Fas, much like she wouldn’t get anywhere with her father. Were she able to manipulate water like Fas could, she might be able to convince them, but she could only sense it, nothing more. That made her less than the others in their eyes.

      She propped the spear over her thighs and considered Fas’s j’na. The shaft was ornately made, decorated with phrases for fire and perseverance and determination. All fitting descriptions for Fas. The scooped silver metal making up the tip of the spear had nearly as many decorations along it as the shaft of the spear. If Fas’s spear were anything like hers, then someone had made the shaft for him, or at least started it. The rest of the j’na would have been up to him to complete.

      “You said the carving took two moons, but how long did it take you to finish your spear?”

      “The j’na of a nya’shin is never complete,” Fas answered absently. The words seemed to come easily to him, a practiced cadence to them. It was the stock answer for all who asked about the spears.

      “Maybe not complete, but there comes a time when you don’t sit and fashion your spear each day,” Ciara said. “How long to form the ashinth?”

      Fas touched the tip of his spear, running his thumb over the surface. Working the metal was one of the hardest parts of creating the j’na. “It took longer to find the lump of osidan.”

      Ciara had come across small nuggets of the strange dark metal found throughout Rens, but never anything that could be formed into her ashinth. Had she found anything of much size, she would have taken it with the hope that one day she would be able to use it for her j’na.

      “We ranged far to the east, with the peaks of mountains only barely visible. I came across it one night while searching with Eshan.” He smiled at the memory. “I remember how much grief he gave me until then, as if I wasn’t a real nya’shin until I fully formed my j’na.”

      Ciara glanced at her incomplete spear. Was that how Fas still viewed her? She had thought that acquiring the spear would help her feel more like one of the nya’shin, but maybe she wasn’t there yet, not until she found the next piece of the j’na. Even then, she still had to form the metal into the traditional shape and place her own words along the edge. Only then would she have completed the traditional j’na.

      “That night, Eshan had me working with the osidan, heating it over the cook fire. It was slow work, the metal not taking the heat well.” Fas shook his head. “I think it would have been easier with a hotter flame, but it was night…”

      He didn’t need to explain. Night was dangerous in Rens. Not only were they in danger of shapers from Ter finding them, but they risked the creatures that wandered, coming out at night and drawn to the fire. Massive desert foxes roamed wild in many parts of northern Rens, and there were dozens of different lizards, each with bites that could be deadly. Water shaping could save a person from such a bite, but only if you knew it happened. Many seekers had gone to sleep only to never wake up.

      Ciara shivered, thinking of the night. The darkness frightened her in a way that she couldn’t well explain, something that had always terrified her. “Maybe if you could shape fire, like those of Ter,” Ciara suggested.

      Fas shrugged. “You would think that surrounded by heat and desert, Rens would produce fire shapers.”

      “Water is more useful,” she said.

      “Most of the time. But fire… fire is something else.” His voice took on an almost reverent tone.

      In Rens, all respected the power of fire. The sun baked and burned everything it touched. Creatures learned to live with fire. Even elementals of fire were dangerous here, the draasin and saldam roaming free, drawn to the heat of Rens. Or causing it. Ciara always wondered which came first.

      “Perhaps we could speak to fire, use it to protect ourselves,” Fas went on.

      Ciara laughed. “Speak to fire? Even were we able, do you think the draasin concern themselves with us? And saldam? We are nothing to them. Intruders.” Which was more reason for her people to leave these lands, to find a better place.

      “Still…”

      “Water sensing keeps us alive, lets us connect to our village and the rest of Rens. Without water, we would not be the same people.” Ciara reached out with her water sensing as she said it, using her ability to detect everyone around her. Nearly a hundred people were scattered around the village, and she recognized each by the distinct way their heartbeats sounded against water sensing.

      Stretching farther out, she could touch on life beyond the village, that of the small creatures scurrying beneath the sand or hiding under rocks. Were she to strain and draw upon the source of water itself, something she could only do when she had enough water to augment her focus, she could reach other Rens villages. Each village had a signature.

      Normally, she sensed nothing other than her village when she stretched out with her sensing, but this time she detected another source, different than any she’d ever encountered. Ciara pushed harder, straining against the distance as she tried to understand what she sensed.

      “Ciara? You can’t draw so deeply on water. You’ll taint our stores,” Fas said.

      Ciara started to release the energy she was using, but as she did, she felt pressure against her senses. A dozen people, and not villagers that she recognized. They were close enough for her to detect.

      She gasped.

      Fas spun his j’na. “What is it?”

      “Shapers. Ter shapers.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Listen for them,” she urged.

      “We shouldn’t be able to listen for them, not unless—”

      She nodded. “Unless they’re close.”

      As she said it, Ciara felt the building pressure of a shaping. She looked to Fas, who shook his head.

      “We need to get the village into the caves,” she said to him.

      And then the ground erupted around her.
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        It is interesting that the elementals themselves have chosen to get involved.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The circular stone pen rose up ominously, and the weight of the stone pressed upon Jasn in a way that even the buildings in the barracks didn’t manage. With earth sensing, he detected the trees and the grasses and even some of the smaller animals that moved through, but nothing else. There had to be something to the pen that helped mask the draasin’s presence, but he couldn’t detect what it might be.

      “How is this made?” he asked, studying the markings on the side of the pen. The secret, he suspected, had something to do with those, but he still didn’t know what purpose they served. Or if they served any at all.

      Letters, but in shapes he’d never seen before, were carved deeply into the stone itself, so smooth as to have been shaped there. When he ran his hand overtop the marks, he felt the surging energy from them.

      Shaping didn’t work like that. The scholars taught that the power to manipulate the elements came from the shapers, letting them draw from themselves and then reach outward to affect the element. Men and women had been shaping for centuries, pulling on these powers. There was no way to store energy. A shaping could be held in place, but doing so would require ongoing shaping and more strength than anyone—including Lachen—could manage. These markings seemed different.

      Alena nudged him back from the pen. “You get ahead of yourself.”

      Jasn pulled his eyes away and glanced at her. “Tell me then what you intend of me?” He’d tried shaping earth to open the doorway into the pen, thinking to reach the draasin, but it hadn’t worked. Either his shaping wasn’t strong enough—doubtful, but possible—or there was a trick to the shaping that he hadn’t learned. Given what he’d seen from Alena so far, that was more likely. The damn woman was skilled.

      He would get to the draasin. And then he would sink his sword into its hide.

      “Me? If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be here,” Alena said. “I saw the way you looked at it.”

      “You don’t think that’s what Lachen wants? The draasin attack, Alena. That’s why our people die along the border.”

      Alena touched the stone. A rumbling vibration echoed as she did, and Jasn frowned. Had she shaped? He didn’t think so, but what else could she have done for him to feel it like that? A warrior should be able to detect another shaping—water granted that ability—but he often felt as if he didn’t know when Alena shaped.

      A small gap opened between two of the letters and slowly widened. Heat pushed out like a pent-up breath, hot and thick with the draasin stink. A flash of fire lit the inside of the pen. Alena ignored the heat and stepped inside.

      Jasn hesitated. Alena might be confident the draasin couldn’t attack her while held in the pen, but he’d seen draasin attacks, and he knew how deadly the damn creatures could be. He reached for his sword when she turned to him.

      “Don’t.”

      “What makes you so certain that it won’t attack?” he asked.

      Alena held her hands up in front of her as she stepped forward, almost as if she were feeling her way along. Power surged from her in a shaping Jasn could detect. “The draasin is contained, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “How do you know?”

      Alena reached across the pen. Another flash of fire from the draasin showed Jasn a long chain curling around the creature’s wings and leading to the wall of the pen. “These are stone chains. These weaken her. The draasin might be able to use fire, but she can’t fly.”

      Earth countered fire. It was one of the few attacks that was successful against the draasin, but really, nothing was ever truly effective. The people of Rens who controlled the draasin, though. That was where he hoped to succeed.

      With a shaping, Alena lit a lantern on the other side of the pen near the door. “The draasin must always be bound like this,” she said, pulling on the chain.

      Even in Rens, he had rarely been so close to the draasin. With light in the pen, he saw the draasin’s dark scales and the sharp spikes protruding from its head. Long claws pinched the ground, and Jasn had a brief image of those same claws raking across Katya’s chest, tearing her apart. He shook away the thought. The draasin watched him, bright orange eyes studying him as if searching for a way past Alena to pounce.

      Jasn touched the hilt of his sword. All it would take was a shaping of wind and he would be carried to it. He could surge power through the sword and pierce the draasin’s spine.

      “See how it winds around the wing and over the neck?” Alena went on, thankfully oblivious to his thoughts.

      When Jasn took a step forward, the draasin lunged, spewing fire. He jumped back, shaping earth quickly to protect himself as he unsheathed his sword. Foolish not to have his sword ready when facing this beast. Even chained, it would be deadly.

      Alena jerked on the chains, dragging the draasin back, eyeing the sword in his hands.

      “This is ridiculous,” he said, slipping his sword back into his sheath. “What’s the point of keeping these things here if the intent is to kill them?”

      “The point,” Alena said, shaking the chain, “is that you must learn how to hunt them. To do that, you need to know all that you can about them.”

      Jasn had backed up far enough that the stone of the pen pressed against his back. Damn woman wanted to make him nervous, but if she thought she’d scare him away from the barracks now that he understood the reason he was here, she was mistaken. Lachen had wanted him here for this purpose, Jasn was now certain of it. When he learned how they managed to capture one of the draasin, he could use that to kill the creatures.

      “I have seen the draasin up close. I know them.”

      Alena glanced at him and shook her head. “No. You do not.”

      She lowered the chain carefully and took a step away from the creature, holding her hands out in front of her as she did. The same shaping built as she backed up, but Jasn didn’t know what she used.

      The draasin watched her, its eyes glowing like a forge fire burning. It didn’t move, not as it had toward Jasn. Whatever shaping she used held the creature in place.

      Alena pushed him behind her as she backed out of the pen, her hands raised the entire time, the steady shaping held in place. As they reached the door, the lantern blinked out, and then he was back outside, under the bright light from the sun, a cool northern breeze blowing across his skin. Sweat drenched his skin, and he didn’t know if it was from the heat within the pen—heat he only really appreciated now that he stood back outside—or whether it came from the eagerness burning within him to destroy the draasin. Alena didn’t appear to be sweating the same as him.

      Damn woman.

      She tapped the stone, touching the mark that looked something like the word for strength, and the door to the pen slowly eased closed once more.

      Alena turned and studied him for a moment. “You did fine for your first time.”

      Jasn blinked. “First time? You think that the first time I’ve encountered draasin?”

      She pursed her lips. “You’ll learn to handle the draasin before you learn to hunt. When you’re comfortable with the chains, and when I’m convinced you won’t get eaten, then we’ll begin the next step in your training.”

      Jasn stared at the pen, anger building within him again, and didn’t notice when Alena left him.
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* * *

      “How did the first visit go?” Bayan asked. She wore a hint of a smile as she brought a lump of crusty bread to her mouth.

      Jasn rested his hands on the long table in the dining hall. At least, in Atenas it would have been called the dining hall, but in the barracks, it was nothing more than another squat building, no different than any of the others around. Most still called it the dining hall, a carryover from time spent in Atenas.

      This time of day, well past midday, the room was mostly empty. There were a few pairs of apprentice warriors sitting in conversation at tables farther down the hall, and most had barely glanced up when they had entered. A few instructors sat alone, given a wide berth by the apprentices. Alena was not among them. Jasn had noted that Alena rarely sat with the other instructors. Wyath was the only one she gave any time.

      “I didn’t get eaten, if that’s what you’re asking,” Jasn said.

      Her smile deepened and she took another bite. “Most can’t even go into the pen the first time. I think the fact that you followed her in impressed her.”

      Jasn swirled his spoon through the stew, pushing lumps of meat and potato together. Steam rising from the bowl reminded him of the heat radiating off the draasin, which would make him the meat in the stew. “Not my first time around draasin.”

      “Besides, the commander wants you to succeed,” she went on, as if she hadn’t heard him. “It’s not often the commander brings recruits to the barracks. Most come from the scholars and give old Cheneth a chance to share what he’s learned, not from the order. That alone will ensure you don’t wash out.”

      “Who brought you here?” Jasn asked.

      Bayan smiled as she picked up a piece of jerky and chewed. “Scholar by the name of Walsh. I’d spent some time along the border, providing protection for the scholars studying the Rens remains there. We got into it one night. Attack came quick, all fire and smoke. I did what I could to save those with me.” Her voice took on a somber note, and she stared at her plate. “Walsh made it, and a couple of other scholars. Not all did. I told him afterward that I wished I could have done more.”

      She sighed and dropped her jerky back onto the plate. “He told me about a place where I could train for situations like that. At first I thought he was joking, but Wyath came for me and brought me here. Don’t worry: it gets easier the more you learn. If you haven’t washed out yet…”

      “I didn’t know you were in Rens.”

      She nodded. “Don’t speak about it too often. I didn’t last long.”

      Jasn waited, but she didn’t ask him about his time in Rens. He was thankful that she didn’t.

      As he ate, he kept thinking of the penned draasin and the way Alena had approached it and the difficult time he had even detecting her shapings. Whatever she did was different than his shapings and would be useful. How long would it take to master what she knew? Some in camp had trained here for years, become more than apprentices but still not quite instructors. Then there were those like Bayan. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to remain in the barracks for years.

      Bayan seemed to be waiting for him to say something to her.

      He set his spoon down and met her eyes. “Did you?”

      Bayan took another bite of her bread and chewed. “Did I what?”

      “Go in the pen the first time?”

      Bayan finished the bite before answering. She touched her dark hair and twirled it between her fingers as she began speaking. “Had to, I think,” she started. “First time I came here, I was like you. I didn’t know much about the barracks, only that it was a specialized training facility and that I would learn from masters who made those in Atenas pale in comparison. I knew nothing about the draasin, nothing other than that I would need to be open to learning so that I could survive. If not…”

      She shrugged and wiped her arm across her chin. It was the most she’d said to him at one time. Usually, she was focused on doing what Alena asked of her, and the hunter could be a demanding mistress, keeping Bayan busy for days at a stretch. It was rare for both her and Jasn to be free. Often, one or the other of them was busy training.

      “I knew some washed out. Wyath made it clear that the last trainee Alena had taken on had washed out, as had the one before. Prentices don’t get to choose the master in the barracks, but sometimes I wonder if they should, you know? Not everyone is matched well.”

      Jasn hadn’t given much thought to the assignment of apprentice to instructor. When he’d come, Lachen had wanted him to study with Alena, but he still didn’t know why. “Who usually chooses, then?”

      Bayan waved a hand. “Mostly, it’s Cheneth. He runs the camp, but…”

      Jasn waited until she shrugged.

      “You know. Most of the time he’s too busy with his scholar studies to focus much on the barracks. Like he lets the masters have too much freedom and the prentices not enough guidance. This isolated from Atenas, it would be nice to have some sort of counsel.”

      Jasn took another bite of his stew and debated the question that had bothered him since learning what they did in the barracks. “Have you ever seen them hunt?”

      Bayan gave him a tight-lipped smile and shook her head. “That’s not for the prentices. The instructors, they go off often enough. You’ll begin to recognize when they do.”

      He’d seen no sign of them leaving the camp, but then, if they were anything like Alena, maybe they could mask their ability so that he wouldn’t sense it. “How will I recognize it? Will there be a bell or some sort of announcement?” In Atenas, when the order was summoned, a musical note played through the city. Like everything else, it was shaped.

      “I doubt Cheneth wants anything quite so conspicuous,” Bayan said. “But if you pay attention, eventually you’ll begin to pick up on it.”

      “From what I hear, you don’t really pick up on much, Bayan.” Thenas leaned on the table, the sneer he usually wore plastered to his face. “Must be the reason she left you for the day.”

      He had an angular chin and his loose shirt did nothing to hide the ropy muscles beneath, and from what Jasn had learned, Thenas was a skilled warrior. And after training here the better part of two years, he was nearly an instructor himself.

      “You know why she left us for the day,” Bayan said.

      “Really? I’ll give you one guess who bags it then. And I’ll bet it isn’t your precious instructor.”

      Bayan squeezed her hands and her mouth fixed in a hard line. “Do you really think they care which of them kills the creature?”

      “Calan certainly does.” He stood and his smile spread. “You know, he keeps a claw from each one he kills. Already has nearly ten. How many does Alena have?”

      Bayan stared at Thenas but didn’t let him goad her into anything.

      He glanced from Bayan to Jasn before shrugging. “We’ll see soon enough,” he said, starting toward the kitchen.

      Bayan stared at his back, her face flat and her expression unreadable.

      “That’s where she is today?” Jasn asked.

      When Alena had dismissed him for the day, he hadn’t known why. It was rare to have free time, especially with the strange requests Alena had of him. One morning, she’d asked him to shape the wind for nearly two hours straight. That had taxed him in a way he hadn’t been tested in years, but he had done it and not said anything. Another evening, he had been forced to light all the fires throughout the barracks. Jasn got the sense that it was some sort of tradition since no one stopped him or bothered to question him as he went from building to building, lighting fires. Even that wasn’t enough for Alena. She’d wanted him to light only part of the fire, making it so that specific logs, or specific parts of logs, burned.

      Bayan nodded. “Summons. Her and Calan.”

      Even as frustrating as Alena could be, he would have loved having the opportunity to watch her. Calan had a reputation as an incredible hunter, and if he had caught nearly ten draasin, that was impressive. If Jasn could learn that… His time in Rens would change. Maybe he’d want to live long enough to destroy a few of the creatures.

      Jasn turned back to his stew and had just taken a spoonful when Bayan tensed. Jasn set his spoon down, feeling a charge to the air but not knowing why, almost as if someone shaped nearby. “What is it?”

      She stood without speaking and started toward the door. Near the back of the dining hall, Thenas poked his head out from a doorway and looked toward the end of the hall. His eyes went distant and then he hurried after Bayan, as if they had planned to leave together. Jasn followed, curiosity driving him more than hunger.

      Outside, the charge to the air was more prominent. Bayan disappeared down the end of the wide street and he chased after her, ignoring Thenas’s glare as he passed. He found Bayan stopped near the edge of the barracks, but she no longer caught his attention.

      A massive blue-scaled draasin settled at the edge of the trees. Stone chains were wrapped around each wing, and another chain bound its long snout. It jerked its head, trying to get free and failing. Bright yellow eyes stared at everyone but fixed mostly on Alena. The warrior stood with her long golden hair catching the sunlight, one hand outstretched while the other held one of the chains, a steady shaping radiating from her the same as when Jasn had seen her in the pen.

      Calan, a wide shaper with a heavy paunch that swallowed his belt—Jasn wondered how he ever unsheathed his sword—held the other chain. A tight expression pulled at the corner of his wrinkled eyes, and Jasn couldn’t tell if it was determination or frustration.

      Bayan answered for him. “Guess Calan won’t be getting his tenth today,” she said to Thenas as he stopped next to her.

      “Why do they capture them?” Jasn asked. He gripped the hilt of his sword, struggling against the urge to unsheathe it and attack.

      “Need to study the draasin to know how to hunt,” Bayan answered. “This one is bigger than the other, so will make for better training.”

      “If it survives,” Thenas spat. “Last one they brought in like this was too violent. Wyath had to put it down. Do you really think the pen can hold a creature this size?”

      “Alena does,” Bayan said.

      “Of course she does,” Thenas said. “Just wait. Calan will have his prize soon enough.”

      The two hunters dragged the creature past them, both focused intently on keeping control of the beast. As they passed, the damn creature swung its head toward him, and Jasn could practically feel heat surge and a painful crawling down his spine that started near the base of his skull. He had unsheathed his sword and started toward it before Bayan grabbed him and pulled him back.

      Then Calan jerked on the chain again, pulling the draasin toward the other pen. Jasn didn’t sheathe his sword until it was out of sight.
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        The Order of Warrior has existed for several hundred years, and Commander Nolan is widely considered the greatest leader the order has known. Ending the war required sacrificing the most powerful of the order to another task. Had he not, much would have been lost.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Heat radiated from the circular stone pen, seeping through unseen gaps in the stone and raising a soft mist in the air. The pen trapped the massive draasin, holding it in place in the days since Alena and Calan had brought it to the barracks. Even without the heat, he’d know it was there. The damn creature slammed against the stone as if intending to crack the walls of the pen and free itself. Judging from the heat making its way out, Jasn wondered if that might be possible.

      Jasn had watched the pen over the past few days, wondering why they had brought the creature here. They already had one of the beasts here; what purpose would they have for another, especially one large enough to make a serious attempt at escaping?

      Each time he neared the pen, he touched the hilt of his sword. With the right shaping, he could kill the draasin before it had the chance to attack, but he still didn’t know how to even get in.

      “This one is a little feisty,” Wyath said. His mouth was pulled tight and the shaping he held strained at the corner of his eyes, but there was an energy to him that Jasn hadn’t seen since coming to the barracks.

      “How many have you kept here?” he asked.

      The wall thudded again and Wyath grunted. He pressed his hands onto the stone and his shaping built again. Was he resealing the stone around the draasin each time it launched itself into the wall? What would happen if he slipped or if someone else was assigned and either wasn’t as skilled or made a mistake?

      Jasn didn’t have to work hard to imagine the destruction the creature could cause if that was the case. Even wrapped in stone chains, the beast had looked deadly. Better to slide a blade into its skull.

      “Been a few. Most smaller than this one. Don’t know what Alena was thinking bringing one this size to the barracks. Don’t need them this big to study,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Jasn had another question for Wyath, but the old warrior clearly needed help. “Is this a shaping I can assist with?” Jasn ignored the withering look Wyath shot him and stepped up to the pen. A deep part of his mind told him that what he did was foolish, but he paid it no mind and placed his hands on either side of one of the letters carved into the stone. “Show me what I can do.”

      Wyath chewed on a twig of tobash, the bitter scent catching the air. At least it smelled better than the hot, painful stink of the draasin.

      “You’re skilled with earth?” Wyath asked.

      Jasn nodded. “Skilled enough.”

      “Suppose you must be if you lasted a year in Rens. Didn’t think the commander would bring anyone here without at least that, but the last girl he brought…” He shook his head. “Anyway, so long as you can hold earth, you can hold the draasin. That’s the key with these creatures, especially once they’re bound.”

      The wall trembled again as the draasin crashed into it. With his hands pressed into the stone, Jasn felt it differently, almost as if the stone wanted to release the creature. He thought of some of the older people from his village and the way they would go on about speaking to the earth or the wind. It was the cries of an aging mind, a mind trying to make sense of their time coming to a close, but feeling the way the creature hit the stone, and the way the stone pushed against his hands, he could almost imagine hearing the stone beg him to release the draasin.

      “How do they bind them?” Jasn asked. If he knew that, he would know the beginning of what he needed to hunt them. He pressed with an earth shaping, following what he sensed from Wyath. The shaping built slowly, drawn from deep within him, and pulled through the ground at his feet, feeding more stone to the pen. It was a shaping Jasn had done before and mimicked what Wyath did.

      “Ah, now you’re getting ahead of yourself. Be grateful I’m letting you help me.”

      Jasn glanced over at Wyath. Sweat trickled down the man’s brow and he clenched his jaw. There was something more complex in his shaping that Jasn couldn’t quite make out, an additional effort that Wyath made to hold his shaping in place. “Better than wandering through the trees trying to find Alena.”

      “Sorry about that.” When Jasn arched a brow at him, Wyath shrugged. “She learned that particular lesson from me.”

      “You trained Alena?”

      Wyath nodded. “One of my last students before…” He tapped his hip. The draasin slammed into the wall again, this time sending a spray of dust flying. “Damn creature,” Wyath muttered.

      “Will it hold?”

      “The pen? Probably. But we might need to keep a shaping on it for a while. Most of the time, it’s the seasoned students who hold the shaping. Builds up their endurance, you know? But this one is a bit bigger than usual. Cheneth didn’t want it to get free. Have to kill it then.”

      “That would be fine with me.”

      “Would it? What will we learn from it then?” Wyath asked. “We need to find a way to redirect the creatures, keep them from flying over Ter. Kill them if we have to, but they’re no different than the wolves prowling the mountains around here.”

      Only the wolves didn’t spit fire and had never attacked when shapers moved into Rens, controlled by the soldiers of Rens.

      Was that it? Was that the reason Alena and Calan brought the draasin here?

      “You want to know how they ride them?” Jasn asked.

      He pulled his hands back without thinking, his shaping disappearing in a snap. If that was the case, what did they want from him? Hunting the draasin was dangerous enough, but trying to control them? It would seem like fighting an eruption of fire, like constantly trying to contain an explosion.

      Only, if Ter could control them rather than Rens, the tide of war would quickly turn.

      “Get your hands back in here,” Wyath snapped.

      Jasn pressed his hands against the pen and rebuilt his shaping. “Is that it?” he asked. “I’ve seen riders while in Rens. Is that what you want? You want to learn how they ride them?”

      Wyath sighed. “Not quite. Riders… we don’t know enough about them. When we first faced Rens, the draasin would attack, controlled by Rens. The barracks were built, and we were determined to find a way to stop the attacks, to understand how to kill these beasts. Over time, we learned about the riders. Well, you know what the scholars decided.” He slapped a hand on the stone and shook his head. “That’s why we have two of these. There’s a third, but it’s deeper in the mountains. Only fully trained hunters ever see it. Keep the big ones there.”

      “Like this?” Jasn asked. The first draasin he’d ever seen had been nothing more than a distant speck in the sky. Even then, he’d felt the way it changed the heat around him, leaving a normally cool day changed into something much warmer. The draasin he’d seen in Rens had been this size, maybe smaller.

      Wyath smiled, almost as if knowing his thoughts. “You think this a big one? Might be decent sized, but it’s nothing compared to some of the monsters we’ve faced. They can pull two shapers out of the sky and tear them apart as if there’s nothing to it. There’s a reason Alena is hard on you with your training,” he went on, his voice taking a more serious turn. “You screw up, you die. Pretty simple with the draasin. It’s a lesson Alena learned better than any of my students, and it’s why she’s the best I ever trained.”

      “They’ve tried to kill me,” Jasn said.

      “I heard that.”

      “So we just hold this shaping?” Jasn asked, changing the topic. Learning how to attack the draasin was the beginning of what he needed to know to succeed in finally getting revenge for what happened with Katya, and he would take every opportunity to make the best of it.

      Wyath slapped the stone, and it trembled slightly. “Nah, that would be too much work for me. We’ll hold it until I seal it better. Since you offered to help, we’ll get to really test you and see how well you can hold on to the shaping, so long as Alena doesn’t have something she’d rather have you off doing.”

      Jasn suspected that whatever Alena would have him doing would be more of the same. Since she’d returned from finding this creature, she’d been more somber. The times she’d assigned him to search through the woods hadn’t brought him any nearer to finding her, though he had to admit his focus had improved. Not only his focus, but with earth and water closed to him by whatever strange shaping Alena managed, he had improved his sensitivity to wind mostly, but also to fire. As much as he’d thought her lessons useless, he’d learned something from them.

      “I’m here to learn.” Jasn hoped Wyath wouldn’t take the comment the wrong way. Even in the few moments he’d been with him, the old hunter had already proven to be a more willing teacher than what he got from Alena.

      Wyath grunted as the draasin slammed into the wall again. A trickle of dust drifted from tiny cracks in the stone that he sealed as quickly as they formed. Wyath’s eyes widened briefly, and then he pushed against the stone, shaking his head as he did. “Well, you’ll get plenty of opportunity with this one.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm Jasn by the end of the day. He’d been holding a shaping of earth with Wyath, maintaining it as the old hunter carved letters into the side of the pen, layering them atop those already there. He claimed they would seal in the draasin and hold the pen secure. At first, Jasn wasn’t sure that he believed him, but the more Wyath added, the less effort Jasn had to use to hold the shaping.

      A part of him had hoped Wyath would demonstrate the shaping he used to open the pen, but the old instructor wasn’t interested in that. He wanted Jasn’s strength, and that was it. In that way, he was no more a willing instructor than Alena.

      “Go get some food and rest. You did fine,” Wyath said to him. He looked as if he’d barely struggled with all the shaping they’d done through the day.

      Jasn pulled his hands away from the pen. Marks from the letters carved into the stone he had held had imprinted into his hand, deeper in the places he’d pressed more strongly. He wobbled with his first step, feeling much like he had when he first learned to shape. Exhaustion had been common then. Years spent training in Atenas had made him stronger, but it wasn’t until he’d spent time in Rens that he’d gained real strength. Or so he’d thought.

      Bayan joined him in the street as he made his way toward the dining hall. Food would be good. His stomach groaned, rumbling from a day spent without anything to eat or drink. More than food, sleep would be the most welcome.

      “Makes you feel like a novice again, doesn’t it?” Bayan said with a laugh. “First time I spent all day shaping here, I felt like I’d been trampled by a horse. Happened to me when I was a child, and the achy pain in my body was similar.”

      Jasn didn’t have the same aches, but he felt exhausted. His head swam and he struggled to maintain focus. Colors drifted at the edge of his vision and slid. If he turned his head, he could almost catch them, but then they disappeared.

      “Wyath said there’s an even bigger one held deeper in the mountains?” In some ways, that was hardest to believe, and yet he’d seen the easy way that Alena and Calan had handled the draasin as they brought it into the camp.

      Bayan shrugged. “Possibly. About twice a year, they manage to catch them. Most of the time, they kill them. Calan might brag about his kills, but Alena prides herself on capturing them alive.”

      Jasn looked over his shoulder toward the pen. Standing so near it, even though it was chained and he was protected by the stone, made him uncomfortable. Imagining capturing it made his heart start to race. Killing one, that was a different matter. “How?”

      “I’m not quite to that level,” Bayan said. “You could ask Thenas if you want. He’s gone with Calan a few times, but those have been for kills. Usually only instructors go to capture.”

      “You haven’t gone with her yet?”

      “Everybody has a little different training. That’s part of the reason they make the assignments. My training is different than yours, even.”

      At least Alena hadn’t pulled him to capture a draasin with her yet, though that might be better than what he’d been asked to do so far. Spending his day staring into the trees, searching for deer or squirrels, or recently birds, was enough to make him almost want to go with her. He had no idea how what she asked of him prepared him for hunting.

      “There were times before coming here where I would go days without needing to shape,” Bayan said. She shook her head and smiled. “Can’t believe I’d ever not have a need here. Alena makes sure that I’m pushed and that I keep progressing.”

      “I thought you were on the border.”

      “I was, but Rens is mostly settled now. The fighting that’s done is more on the interior, where they’re still trying purge the rest of them, but we’ve got the lands we need already. On the border, warriors mostly spend their days waiting.”

      Interesting that she would think Rens settled, but then, he hadn’t spent much time on the border. His focus had been deeper in Rens.

      She tipped her head toward the pen. “We might not see Rens fighters too often, but we see the draasin often enough. Most of the time, you just hide. Never did much good to fight since there wasn’t any way to kill them, or so I thought before coming here.”

      “Anything that lives can die,” Jasn said.

      “Maybe. But until you see the devastation they can inflict, and the surprise of their visits, you don’t really know. Most of us thought they were unstoppable. And they’re still terrifying, but I know they can be beaten, and I believe I’ll learn how to do it.”

      “I know what they can do.” Jasn spoke softly, hating how often this place made him think of Katya and the months he’d spent over the past year trying to forget. All that time, and he’d seen the destruction from the draasin, the horrible way they killed.

      They turned a corner, and Jasn practically ran into Alena.

      Her hair hung in a braid behind her head, and crystal-blue eyes studied Bayan a moment before fixing on and holding Jasn. “There you are,” she said. “Since it appears you no longer fear them as you did, you will come with me.”

      Bayan stepped to the side, leaving Jasn with Alena. He considered telling her he was too tired, that he’d shaped all day with Wyath and needed to rest and to eat, but there was no compassion in her eyes, nothing but the hard expression that told him how little she cared about what he might say.

      “I never feared the draasin,” Jasn said.

      Alena tapped her sword, and her braid flipped over her shoulder. “You should. Maybe I was wrong.” She glanced at Bayan. “Have you finished what I asked of you yesterday?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Then you shouldn’t be standing here with a warrior barely able to find his way out of the forest, should you?”

      Bayan offered Jasn a look that attempted to comfort him before hurrying away.

      Alena led him to the edge of the camp. “Wyath tells me that you’ve been shaping with him today.”

      The way she asked made Jasn wonder if that upset her. “The draasin you captured. It was attacking the pen and nearly escaped.”

      She pinched her mouth as if tasting Wyath’s tobash. “That won’t happen.”

      “He let me help. Thought I could learn with him,” Jasn said.

      Alena’s hand gripped her sword but she stood otherwise motionless. “What did you learn?”

      “There is power in the letters used on the pen. Somehow, they seal the shaping into the stone.” He’d like to know the secret of how Wyath had done that, but the old man hadn’t been interested in sharing. From Alena’s expression, she wasn’t either.

      “Yes. And they hold the draasin within,” Alena said absently. She nodded, almost as if to herself, and pointed into the trees. “You were to have the day to recover, but it seems you don’t require that time. If that’s the case, then we will continue to work. I’ll admit, I didn’t think you were quite ready.”

      “Ready for what?” Jasn didn’t think he’d like what she had in mind, especially as tired as he was.

      “You’ve failed with the life around the barracks, so now we’re going to try a different approach. Given what I’ve learned of your time in Rens, maybe that’s the better way.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      A rumbling roar echoed through the mountains, a sound Jasn had only heard a few times before. He listened, thinking he’d somehow heard the draasin through the stone, but that wasn’t it. Wherever it was, it was out in the forest.

      “You will find the draasin. That is your task.”
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        Some thought to hunt the draasin, but can you really hunt fire? Control is an illusion with fire, much like the illusion of control with any elemental.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn stalked through the trees, keeping his gaze moving all around him, his eyes searching for anything that would tell him where the draasin might be hiding. His heart raced, though he didn’t know whether that came from nerves or if it was from his fatigue. Every attempt to reach out with a shaping had failed him, leaving him fearful that even if he found it, he wouldn’t be able to do anything with it. As tired as he was, he was bound to fail.

      But just because he was too tired to shape didn’t mean he was helpless. He held his sword unsheathed, sweeping it ahead of him as he moved. Years of training had made him a dangerous swordsman. Maybe not as skilled as some in Atenas, but he was more than competent with his sword. The longer he walked, the more his shaping strength returned. By the time he needed to shape, he would be ready.

      Jasn listened through earth, straining for indications of the draasin, but came up with nothing clear. The creature could be anywhere, but surely there would be some sign of it.

      By the time he reached a small peak, he’d begun to feel frustrated more than anything else. This was another test he was meant to fail. It was what Alena wanted, an excuse to prove he didn’t belong in the camp and possibly a reason to have him sent away. That might not be what Lachen wanted for him, but the commander didn’t rule in the barracks.

      The ground fell away into a valley. In all the times he’d been through the forest, days wasted with Alena as he searched for deer and squirrels and everything useless, he didn’t remember having come this way. He hadn’t followed any particular sense this time either, wandering more than anything. With each step, and with each passing moment that he failed sensing any sign of the creature by earth, water, wind, and even fire, he stopped caring about finding it and simply walked.

      Where was Alena? Usually he knew that she was out in the forest with him, but this time, he didn’t know if that was true. If he were to find the draasin, would she expect him to manage the beast on his own, or would she help him capture it? The other option—killing it—appealed to him more, but as tired as he was, he didn’t know if he could do it, even if the creature was a small one.

      And then what if it escaped? A draasin roaming in the mountains of Ter would be dangerous.

      Jasn started down the other side of the slope. Tall oaks and pine trees clustered together, making seeing anything difficult, but Jasn reached out with earth sensing as he walked and detected a clearing far below. He headed toward it. Darkness fell around him, leaving only a hint of light coming through the trees, but the thick canopy swallowed most of it. Once darkness fell in full, he would need to head back.

      He stopped at the edge of the clearing, at first concerned that he’d walked in circles. A long, low stone building filled the center, but it was different than the others in the barracks. The same simple design, and like the barracks, he realized how it was masked from detection. Had he not happened upon the clearing, Jasn wouldn’t have found it.

      Was anyone even here?

      He detected nothing, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone else present. Moments of waiting gave him no sense of anything—or anyone—else, and he stepped out of the trees. A cold sense washed over him, almost like water thrown over him, and the air shimmered briefly, suddenly building to massive heat.

      “Don’t.”

      Jasn jumped and swung his sword.

      Another sword caught it, deflecting it easily. Alena, cloaked and eyes flashing with anger, flickered from him to the building.

      “What is this?” Jasn demanded, lowering his sword. Alena had stopped him fairly easily. Fatigued, and without the ability to add earth shaping to his movement, fighting with him would be like fighting a child. Given her apparent strength with shaping, he wasn’t sure it would be any different were he fully rested.

      “You were to find the draasin.”

      Jasn glanced over his shoulder, feeling heat rising around him that he hadn’t felt near the trees, heat that must have been contained with a masked shaping. “It appears that I did.”

      “This wasn’t your task.” Alena sheathed her sword and turned him away from the clearing, pushing on him with a shaping of wind. “Your task was to find the chained draasin, and in that, you failed.”

      Back under the protection of the trees, the air temperature dropped, as if he’d stepped away from a stove. A cool chill worked through him and a shaping built from Alena, sweeping away from her. When it was gone, so was all sense of the clearing.

      “What are you hiding there?” he asked. “What don’t you want me to see?”

      “You think that I hide anything from you?” She eyed his sword with a flash of irritation. “Ask questions when you’re ready for the answers. You’re barely able to find your way through the forest and can’t even catch the smallest of creatures when a meager attempt to hide them is made. Still, you want to hunt them, a right you have to earn when you study at the barracks.”

      “I’ve faced enough draasin to have earned that right.”

      “Indeed? And how many have you captured? How many have you killed? I assure you, it’s far easier to do the second than the first.”

      “I wasn’t going to find anything tonight,” he snapped. “Wyath had me helping him all day, and I’m too tired to shape effectively. I’m hungry and thirsty, and I could lie down right here and sleep. So if you think I should know how to find one of the draasin, then maybe you should teach me rather than scolding me like I’m nothing more than a novice trainee freshly arrived in Atenas.”

      “I would say that at least then, you probably had the sense to realize how little you actually knew, but from what I’ve witnessed, that might not have been the case.”

      They reached the top of the rise, and Jasn’s anger continued to build. Why did Alena dislike him so much?

      “Do you think they care about your fatigue?” Alena went on. “Do you think they care about how much you shaped during the day, especially when the reason was to contain them? You claim I haven’t taught you anything, but if nothing else, you should have learned that you must be ready at all times. If you’re not, if you’re focused on how tired you might be, or how hungry you are, or whether someone has slighted you, or about some girl you’re trying to woo, you’ll be dead.”

      They continued through the trees as Alena berated him. He almost laughed when she suggested he might be wooing some girl. Which girl would he be after in the barracks? The only one he could think she meant was Bayan, and there was nothing but friendship between them. Were Alena not so damned irritating and were he still not grieving Katya, he might have an interest in her. She was certainly attractive, but with her attitude, any attraction faded.

      The forest thinned as they neared the edge of the barracks. Alena stopped near a massive oak thick with moss. Roots pressed up out of the ground before they plunged deep into the earth.

      She turned to him, eyes determined. “What do you sense?” she demanded.

      Emotions flashed through Jasn’s head. Did he tell her that he sensed annoyance and anger and a dozen different variations? Saying anything like that would only push her further from teaching him, but maybe that wouldn’t necessarily be negative. Would it be possible for him to be assigned another instructor? Wyath might not teach anymore, but there were others. Calan worked with Thenas, and he’d seen how competent Calan was. Jasn didn’t relish the idea of working with Thenas any more than he needed to, but if he was going to learn how to really hunt the draasin so that he could return to Rens, and not simply how to chase warriors through the forest, he needed someone willing to train him.

      Alena arched a brow as she waited for him to answer.

      “You’ve been bellowing at me so long that I don’t sense anything,” Jasn said.

      As soon as he spoke, he knew that had been the wrong answer. She shook her head and breathed out in disgust. “So unwilling to listen, aren’t you? Think you know everything because the commander brought you here and you don’t need to know anything more. You know what you’re training here to do, and if you can’t focus on what’s asked of you, you’ll die. I’ve tried to make that as clear as possible.”

      “You haven’t made it clear. What have you done to teach?”

      “What have I done?” She waved a hand and a shaping burst from her, hitting the trees around them, and Jasn’s heart sank.

      Barely ten steps away, chained to the massive oak, was the creature. The roots he’d seen were the chains, somehow shaped in such a way that they were masked. The draasin watched him, darkness swallowing its eyes, heat pressing out and away from its body.

      The damn thing had been here the whole time.

      Jasn would have walked past it as soon as he entered the forest. And now Alena made a point of bringing him back to it, showing off as she unveiled it. It strained against the chains, but the tree was old and stout, and even the draasin couldn’t uproot it.

      “You concentrated all your energy on being mad at me and missed the opportunity to detect the draasin. A waste of focus. You say that I won’t teach, but you won’t learn. You use your time in Rens as a crutch. You learned nothing there, and you refuse to learn here.” She jabbed him in the chest with a sharp finger. “You claim you were too tired to shape, and that is exactly my point. You didn’t need to shape to find it.”

      She pointed to the tree and the shaping hiding the draasin shimmered back into place. “Did you even bother to notice a tree that shouldn’t have roots as it did? If you think this a difficult test, then training here is not for you. The tasks only get harder, and the consequences of failing only get more severe.”

      Without waiting for his response, she raised her hands, shaping as she did, and approached the draasin slowly. The creature didn’t move but fixed her gaze on Alena, breathing steadily as Alena’s shaping washed over her.

      Alena removed the chains from around the tree and dragged the creature with her as she made her way out of the trees and back toward the barracks. Jasn hurried after her, keeping as close as he could but realizing how foolish he had been. Could she be right? Had she been teaching, only in her own way?

      Damn Lachen for bringing him here when all he wanted was to remain in Rens, where at least he might finally die as he had wanted to do for so long. And damn the draasin for not helping him succeed before now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11

        

        
          Ciara

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Rens did not have the might of shapers for support, and eventually, the ability to control the draasin seemed to fade. When Ter attacked, they fell back into wild lands they believed Ter would not want, attempting to establish a home there. Those lands were never meant for men, and the elementals often pushed back.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The explosion lifted Ciara from her feet, sending her sprawling across the sand. She rolled to her back, throwing the spear in front of her, ready to attack—as if there was anything she could do if shapers attacked her. Next to her, Fas leapt to his feet more quickly. He moved with a fluidity that told her that he shaped himself up. His j’na spun in the air, the tip already taking on his building water manipulation.

      “Don’t waste the water stores!” Ciara said.

      Fas jerked his head around. A jagged gash ran along the side of his face. It was already beginning to seal closed with his shaping. “The water stores won’t matter if we don’t survive,” he snapped.

      His skin took on a light sheen with the power he manipulated. In the desert of the waste, Ciara rarely had the opportunity to see Fas or Eshan attempt their shapings. Eshan had been the more skilled of the two, but Fas was more powerful. From what he had told her, power didn’t always matter. Sometimes it was the skill of the shaper, which was why Eshan had often managed to outmaneuver Fas when it came to manipulating water. Fas could use his greater strength in other ways, though, and often detected water far sooner than Eshan. Or had, until Ciara began working with them. Then she had been the first to sense water.

      Besides the wasting of the water stores, the attack and Fas’s shaping had another consequence: Ter shapers would know they were there.

      The ground exploded again, this time heaving beneath her feet, once again sending her flying into the air. Dirt and sand swirled around her, scraping against exposed skin, leaving her face feeling raw and her mouth coated.

      When she landed, the slender spear caught the ground and went flipping away from her.

      Ciara scrambled after it. She had waited years to begin her j’na; she was not about to lose it now.

      The air sizzled with heat and the sand grew hotter than it had been, leaving her palms burning as she crawled. Heat softened the sand, and she left deep impressions.

      “Fas?” she said.

      The last explosion had come closer than the one before and had struck with more power than the first. The first one had left him injured, but he was able to heal himself with his water shaping. Ciara didn’t think she’d been seriously injured, but if she was, there wasn’t much she would be able to do. Unlike Fas, she had to wait to heal naturally.

      When he didn’t answer, she rolled to her back. Her hand reached the smooth end of her spear and she pulled it around with her. Fas lay sprawled across the ground, his arm bent awkwardly. A small pool of blood seeped around his stomach, soaking into the sand.

      Ciara ran to him. His eyes were open, and a glazed expression crossed them.

      “Ciara?” he said as she touched his arm.

      “Quiet. You’ve a broken arm. Something hit your stomach.”

      He grunted. Blood burbled to his mouth. “My j’na. Blasted thing caught my gut as I was readying water.”

      Injury from a j’na would be brutal. The spiral tip would cut deeply and make it difficult to pull out, but she didn’t see any sign of his spear. Like Eshan’s after he’d fallen, the spear was gone.

      The air built with the sense of another shaping. Ciara crouched low, ready for the ground to erupt again, and gripped Fas so that they wouldn’t be thrown apart again.

      “Go. You’re nya’shin. Help the village, Ciara.”

      “I won’t be nearly as much use as you. We need to get you help.”

      Fas moved the hand cupping his stomach. Blood seeped around a deep gash in his elouf, and the flesh beneath looked angry and blackened. She wanted to apply pressure, wished that she could shape so that she could heal him, but there was nothing she’d be able to do to help him.

      “Can you heal this?” Even as she asked, she knew it unlikely.

      “Healing something like this would take all the remaining water stores,” Fas said. His hand slipped back into place, covering the open flesh again. He winced as he did.

      “But if—”

      His eyes cleared for a moment, nothing but the briefest time. “The village, Ciara. Help the village.”

      Then his eyes fell closed once more.

      The shaping split the air with a loud explosion, but this one came farther from her, leaving them unharmed. For a moment, she thought the attack over but then realized it was striking nearer the village, close enough that all the villagers would be in danger.

      Without Fas, what could she do?

      Maybe nothing, but she was nya’shin. She needed to try.

      Leaving Fas lying on the ground to die was the hardest thing she had ever done, but she would be of no use to anyone if she remained where she was. If she went into the village, she might die the same as Fas, but she might give the village a chance to survive. As nya’shin, that was her task.

      Massive cracks split the ground and sand filled the air, forcing her to pull her veil over her mouth for protection. Ciara had to jump over these cracks, spaces that dropped into darkness and threatened to swallow her. The ground rumbled and she wondered if the earth shaper planned another attack. How many shapers had come from Ter? Enough to destroy their small village, but that wouldn’t take many to begin with.

      She reached the openings to the caverns but the sand in the air left a heavy haze, making it difficult to see much else. A dozen or so people lay on the ground, unmoving. Ciara didn’t stop to check on them. She couldn’t help them now, but she could help those still moving. Cries came from the nearest cavern, and she ducked inside.

      One of the children cowered in the back corner. She had wild eyes and black hair that spilled over her shoulders. A shaisa veil, cut differently for children than for adults, was tucked beneath her chin and was dark with her tears.

      As she neared, she recognized Syat. Had her mother been one of those she’d seen outside? Ciara hadn’t taken the time to determine who had fallen, had focused more on those she might be able to help.

      Ciara stuffed her spear through a loop in her belt and raised her hand, offering a soothing, “Shh. It’s Ciara S’shala.”

      The child cried even louder. Ciara scooped Syat in her arms, wishing Fas would have been as light as a child and that she had been able to bring him with her. Instead, he lay away from the village, his blood pooling into the hot sand, his life bleeding out with him.

      She stepped out of the cavern, wondering if it might not be better for Syat to remain within the caves. Not alone, though. She needed to find someone to sit with her. The attack continued as irregular shapings. Earth rumbled, leaving her steps unsteady, forcing her to watch the ground rather than looking ahead, leaving her fearful that she might tumble into some black abyss. The air was hotter than it should have been, even for Rens. Wind whipped, catching the sand and tearing at exposed flesh.

      Ciara shifted her arms so that she could adjust her shaisa over her mouth, protecting her from the wind and the sand.

      A thin woman of the village appeared out of the cloud of sand, wearing a tattered elouf of dark brown, her arms exposed. She tugged at it, trying to pull her arms back so that they would be protected from the wind, but failed. Wind pulled at the elouf, tearing it away from her chest and arms. She staggered forward and grunted. Dark gray hair caught in the wind, making her look every bit the wild woman Ter considered the people of Rens.

      “Ciara,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand.

      Only now did Ciara recognize the woman as Usal, one of the council elders. “Where is my father?”

      She waved to the east. “Fool grabbed his j’na and ran toward the attack. The Stormbringer knows there are precious few water seekers the way it is. If we lose Ness to these blasted shapers, I’m not sure we’ll be able to survive.”

      Ciara held Syat out to Usal. “Take her. I’ll go to my father.”

      Usal’s eyes glanced at the untipped j’na hanging from Ciara’s belt and nodded. “Go, girl. See if you can help.”

      Someone emerged from the next tent and Usal turned to them, leaving Ciara alone. She started to the east, staggering toward the sense of a shaping being built. She pulled her j’na out of the loop and ran with the spear, holding it in front of her. Every couple of steps, she passed a few more bodies. How many had the village lost already? They were few enough as it was that losing even a dozen was more than they could withstand, as if the Stormbringer had decided that Rens no longer deserved even these lands.

      The next attack built with sharp pressure and she grabbed her head in pain, fighting back the urge to scream. When it eased, she waited, half-expecting the ground to explode around her or for wind to send sand ripping across her skin, or even the air to take on more heat, baking her. Never water. Water shapers could not attack in Rens. The ability had other uses, those the people of Rens had learned to hone over the years. No attack came.

      Ciara continued onward, drawn toward the shaping she sensed much closer than even before. But if the shapers were close, how was it that she hadn’t been attacked?

      She paused long enough to use water sensing to search for her father. He was out here, but the sand and wind made finding anyone difficult. With her water seeking, she didn’t need to see him; she knew the rhythm of his heartbeat with barely any effort and listened for it. The only way she wouldn’t find it would be if he was dead.

      Ciara cursed herself. She couldn’t think like that. Her father was the strongest man in the village and the greatest nya’shin they had ever known. Even shapers of Ter wouldn’t stop him.

      Then she heard his heartbeat.

      It was distant, farther away than she would have expected, but steady. His pulse quickened at times, telling her that he moved. Then it began racing, a steady thrumming as she suspected he ran.

      Ciara sprinted for him, keeping the spear held out in her hands, doubting that it would be of any use with the sand blowing around her. She hadn’t any training to use the spear yet, only what she could come up with on her own. Fas had known how to use it, and Eshan, but neither had the same skill the nya’shin once had. Then there had been others to learn from, those with more ability than either of them possessed. Now, they had to learn what they could and fumble along. Or not, in Eshan’s case.

      “Father!” she cried out, knowing she was close. The wind howled, carrying her voice and her scream away from her, ripping as if a creature alive. Could Ter work with the elementals? There was no doubt that they were strong enough, and it would make even more sense why Rens fell so quickly before them, even with Rens having shapers of their own.

      Ciara practically ran into her father.

      He stood facing the wind, his arms straining as he held his j’na out before him. Ciara had always known him to be a strong man, and even as he aged, he’d been powerful, but seeing his arms straining against the wind and the way he spun his j’na, she realized she might have underestimated him.

      The osidan tip of the spear seemed to glow as he spun it, the letters that he’d placed into the metal reflecting the light in strange ways. The entire thing seemed to surge with power.

      Ciara nearly stumbled. This was the shaping that she’d detected, but it was more than should be possible, even for a water shaper like her father. How did he manage such strength?

      “Return to the village, Ciara. You and Fas will have to keep them safe until this passes.” He shouted over the wind, but somehow his words still carried to her.

      “Fas is gone!” Ciara didn’t know if her words carried, but she shouted just the same.

      The wind died for a moment, making her wonder if this powerful shaping was her father’s doing, but he shouldn’t be able to shape the wind. Rens had some wind shapers, just as there were a few earth shapers, but none of much power, and certainly none able to shape both wind and water.

      “Gone?”

      “The first attack. He broke his arm and his spear caught him in the gut.”

      Her father appeared out of the sand, and everything calmed around her. The wind stopped howling for a moment, the air cooled, and even the steady rumbling of the ground beneath her feet eased. “He’s a water shaper, Ciara. He would be able to heal himself.”

      “He didn’t want to waste the stores of water.”

      “Stormbringer blast them and their blasted attack,” her father swore.

      It was a measure of his irritation that he did. Ciara could remember only a few times in her life that her father had sworn. He was one of the most devout men she’d ever known, taking time twice each day to kneel before the sun and offer prayers as the priests required. Ciara was lucky if she managed to do so even once a day. Some days while searching for water, she forgot to do anything—she was focused so much on staying alive.

      “How many have fallen?” he asked.

      “I only saw—”

      He cut her off, raising his j’na and spinning it so that the tip spiraled tightly. He swept this away from him, leaving her with the sense of a shaping that she still didn’t understand. “Not see, Ciara. You are a skilled water senser. You have no need for sight. How many do you sense?”

      In spite of the chaos of the storm and the shaping around her, and in spite of the curiosity she felt about what her father did with his spear, she closed her eyes and listened, using water sensing to reach for the villagers.

      Before she could sense anyone she knew, she had to settle her nerves. Her heart raced, the pulse leaving her on edge. With great, steadying breaths, she managed to slow her breathing and forced herself to find calm.

      It didn’t work. The attack had left her uncomfortable and anxious.

      Her father touched her arm and she opened her eyes to see him leaning toward her. “Focus on me first, Ciara. Master yourself before you can master anything else. Know that you can do this. You are a skilled water seeker, perhaps more so than me. Listen to me.”

      She swallowed and took another deep breath, sensing for her father. His heart came steadily, a regular rhythm. Ciara closed her eyes and focused on what she sensed of him, using that to help guide her. Her breaths came more easily, and she felt her heart slowing. As it did, she managed to reach beyond her, stretching out with sensing.

      Familiarity surged around her. Usal and Syat. Thelis. Jasy. Morash. Brans…

      Names rushed through her as she ticked off the villagers that she recognized. The village had contained over two hundred lives before the attack, and now she only detected one hundred and fifty. Nearly a quarter were lost. A quarter of their villagers who would never walk along the edge of the waste with her again, who would never sit around the circle singing the soft songs of Rens to keep back the darkness of night, carrying the stories of their people, but also a quarter of their people who would no longer thirst.

      Ciara pushed farther, searching to ensure that she didn’t miss anyone. Distantly, she was aware of Fas. His heart still beat, but for how much longer? He wouldn’t be able to survive an attack like he had suffered for much longer.

      “We must gather those who remain. We must lead them,” her father said to her.

      Another shaping built, this time coming from their other side. Her father whipped his head around, his j’na spiraling with his movement, and he held it out in front of him. The osidan tip surged with light and the hostile shaping failed.

      Had her father simply caught the shaping with his spear?

      He noticed her watching. “Answers will come, but later. We must go.”

      “Are there other Ter shapers coming?” she asked, already reaching through water sensing to try to detect where they might be.

      He shook his head. “Not others from Ter.”

      “What then?”

      Her father didn’t have the chance to answer. Darkness swirled over them, blocking the sun like thick storm clouds.

      Ciara looked up. Rain might provide some protection from the sand flying around them and might help with the air temperature.

      There was no storm cloud overhead. This was something different, something Ciara had never expected to see quite so close: draasin.

      The creature circled and flames spewed from its mouth, coming with billows of steam. It had thick black scales and spines that protruded from all around, poking from its head and neck. Massive wings caught the wind, making it appear like some huge desert bat.

      Stranger still, a shadowy figure sat atop its back. Shaping built from the figure, and Ciara’s father’s j’na again glowed before the shaping faded into nothing. He spun his j’na again, this time sending the strange light toward the draasin. The massive creature reared back and wind pressed against her as it flapped its great wings.

      Her father dragged her with him.

      “Will it attack?” she asked, feeling every bit a child for the terror that surged through her.

      “Not any longer.”

      “How do you know? How can you be certain it isn’t going to attack us like it attacked Eshan?”

      He didn’t need to answer.

      The creature banked, spewing fire as it did, and flew off into the night, leaving Ciara watching it depart and wondering if it might return to attack again.

      The wind swirling around the village died the farther that Ciara walked. Sand still hung in the air, leaving a haze of brown. Storms like this would often take days for the dust to settle out of the air. Were there any rain, it would tamp it down immediately, but then were there any rain, there would be no need for the nya’shin.

      Her father moved backward, pushing her behind him. The long, curved tip of his j’na swirled through the air, leaving a trail where it passed, almost as if the osidan tip calmed the sand. Shaped power built from him and his heart beat steadily, a steady drumming within his chest, but Ciara couldn’t tell much more than that.

      “You risk using that much of the water?” she asked. Manipulating water required there to be water to use. It was why Fas had told her to go on and now lay dying at the edge of the village.

      “This wastes nothing,” he said.

      “Then what of the draasin?” she asked, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.

      The creature was no longer visible, but that didn’t make her feel any more comfortable. Between the clouds and the wind, it was possible the creature was still out there, still circling even though she couldn’t see it. The heat to the air had returned to what was normal for Rens, but even that didn’t mean it had gone.

      Then there was the shadowed figure she’d seen on the draasin. Could that have been a Ter shaper? She’d sensed shaping, more than what could be explained by her father’s ability.

      “He will not harm us,” her father said.

      Ciara had gone a few more steps, passing a tent that emerged from the cloud of dust and sensing no one within it—at least no one alive—when she stumbled. “He? How is it you know this, Father?”

      The tip of his j’na whistled through the air and power surged, streaking away from him. A muted grunt came from somewhere distant, and her father pushed her more quickly across the sand.

      “Later, Ciara.”

      They reached the entrance to the caves, only a few of them visible. Even with her veil in place, Ciara tasted too much sand and felt it scraping along her back. She would need a good scrubbing to remove all the grit, and even that wouldn’t take care of it all. Maybe one day she’d find enough water to soak in, like the stories of Ter claimed their people did.

      Ciara sensed Vanis approaching by the sound of the blood in his veins. The quick rhythm of his pulse told her how scared he was, but as he emerged from the cloud of sand, she saw none of that fear on his face. Vanis had a weathered face and didn’t wear a shaisa veil, clamping his mouth shut tightly instead. His eyes narrowed to lines to block as much sand as possible from them as well. His wrap barely covered him, leaving his chest exposed.

      “Ness. What is this?” Vanis demanded. He was not one of the council—he was not a water seeker—but as a weaver, he held a high place within the village. Ciara had seen the way that his nimble fingers could turn much of the long, reedy grasses they found throughout Rens, especially away from the heart of the waste, into blankets and mats and baskets. His looms took the thick fur from the shepa the village raised and turned it into the eloufs they wore.

      “An attack, Vanis. What did you think it was?” Her father didn’t look over at Vanis, instead focusing on the sky and swinging his j’na in a way that Ciara had never seen.

      There was a pattern to it that she could almost understand. With the movement, she swore the wind moved differently, as if it pulled the sand away from the air and pushed it out from the heart of the village, sending it in the direction of the original attack. That must be her imagination.

      “We’re nearly to the blasted waste already!” Vanis cried, his voice reflecting some of the panic that his pulse revealed. “They have never been seen here. The waste itself protects us! The draasin too!”

      Her father spun, turning his j’na as he did and slamming it onto the ground. The earth seemed to rumble as he did. “We are as safe as we can be,” he said. “Gather what you can and move as many of the shepa as possible into the caves for the night.”

      Vanis shook his head. “Most scattered with the attack.”

      Ness took a breath and nodded. “Then we will have to make do. Your boys?”

      Vanis waved an arm toward the nearest cavern. “They’re with Usal. She’s gathering the children and the infirm.”

      “Good. Take the older children and have them push the shepa they can find back to the village.”

      Vanis’s heart pounded even faster and he reached for a waterskin at his waist, pulling it to his lips and taking a quick drink. “And then what, Ness? If we’re not safe here, where do we go?”

      Others had gathered around them by then. Thelis. Jasy. Morash. All either elders or tradesfolk who sat high in the village hierarchy. Jasy watched Ness, her flinty eyes peering over the top of her veil, and nodded. The others around them were uncertain and scared, and some were bloodied from the attack. So many had been lost tonight, and to what? The draasin and Ter? It didn’t make any sense. Rens had always revered the draasin, but if they were to attack—and with shapers—what would happen to her people?

      There was only one answer, but her father wouldn’t listen. Would any of the others?

      And if she was wrong, the entire village would suffer.

      “We need to move south,” Ciara said.

      Eyes turned to her, skimming past her shaisa to the half-formed j’na. The spear gave her words more weight.

      “South?” This from Morash. He was thin, nearly as old as her father, and had seen much in his time.

      “The nya’shin claims we can find a source of water to the south,” her father said.

      Even more people had gathered. They stood around her father as if Ter hadn’t just attacked, as if the ground hadn’t come alive and thrown them, the air grown hotter with the heat of the shapings, and the wind whipping as if wanting to flay them with sand. Instead, they focused on her father, watching to see what he would have them do. Ness might be ala’shin, but that didn’t mean he was followed blindly. The good of the village required that he be questioned, especially on decisions where so many could suffer.

      “You’re talking about the waste, Ness,” Morash said. He held many roles within the village, including butcher and cook and fletcher, and did them all well. In addition, he was next in line to join the council leading the village.

      “I’m talking survival,” her father said. “And the waste. Perhaps for our people, they are the same.” He took a deep breath and looked to the west—the direction the draasin had disappeared. “The decision does not have to come tonight, but we have lost much. And water is scarce. We will have to decide soon.”

      He turned away, leaving the others standing and watching. Some sobbed softly, others tended to injuries, but a few—mostly those on the council—stared after her father, wondering if he truly intended to bring them across the waste.

      Ciara had a different concern, but no less pressing. If they attempted the crossing, if they attempted to bring all their people across the waste, they would need scouts to determine the safest path. With Eshan gone, that responsibility fell to Fas, only Fas was injured.

      Was she ready?

      For so long, she’d wanted nothing more than to be nya’shin. With the spear, she at least could be, but what happened if she sensed water but had no ability to pull it from the ground? What would happen if her inability to manipulate water was the reason her people suffered?

      She pushed back those thoughts and hurried after her father.
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        Between Rens and the land claimed by the Hyaln lay the expanse of the waste, a great desert of shifting dunes. Nothing survives in the waste, not even the elementals.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The day grew long, the sun fading slowly in the distance, leaving orange swirls of color from sky to sand, almost as if the sand itself were burned by the sun. Ciara stood with the villagers, staying on the outside edge as they prepared to make their way across the waste, to head steadily south toward the rising dunes only now visible.

      She resisted the urge to go to the litter carrying Fas. They had found him on the outer edge of the village, somehow still alive, his breathing irregular but his heart beating steadily. Her father had tapped his j’na onto the ground again and whispered something softly toward him. As he did, Fas’s breathing had eased. Perhaps she had imagined that as well.

      Had Fas not been a water shaper, and had he not been one of the nya’shin, would the village have taken the pains to carry him, or would they have let him return to the sand? Would they do the same with her? She had been given her spear, so technically she had been elevated to nya’shin, but without the ability to manipulate water as well as seek it, she was not as valuable as Fas.

      Ciara looked toward the front of the line of villagers. Most prepared to walk, though some would ride the lanky chemel that thrived in the desert, requiring little water. Ancient tents pulled from deep within the caverns were stored in the five wagons the village owned, prized possessions each of them. The strongest of the chemel would lead the wagons, pulling them across the sand.

      They still hadn’t seen any sign of the Ter shapers.

      Ciara was still surprised that the village moved. Most of her people were scared, and more than one person glanced nervously to the sky every time a strange sound echoed toward them. Few spoke much.

      “Are you certain about this move, Ness? What if there is no water? What if none survive the crossing?”

      Ciara looked over to Usal. The older woman leaned over the litter holding Fas, and was near enough that Ciara clearly heard. A few others gathered around and listened. Most were nervous about making a crossing, fearing what she suggested. Usal rubbed her ointment into Fas’s skin and wiped the edge of her elouf across his face, clearing the blood from his brow and making it so that he almost looked peaceful.

      “I saw one of the draasin flying south,” Ciara said.

      Usal glanced over and frowned. A few voices murmured, but Ciara didn’t look over, curious about the healer’s reaction. Usal continued to rub ointment into Fas’s skin. “Some would suggest we should avoid the draasin after what happened,” she said. “Especially with the way they’ve been acting.”

      “It flying south means—”

      “Means water,” Usal said, standing. The others listening fell silent.

      Her father watched Usal without comment and glanced at Ciara. She nodded to him. He didn’t need to stand by her. She would be fine on her own. The risk of moving south fell to her, and she would be asked to seek, but she was ready, wasn’t she? She might not have the ability to manipulate water, and some would say that because of that, she could never really be one of the nya’shin, regardless of the length of j’na spear that now hung from her belt. Already the spear felt comfortable there, and she longed to find a worthy piece of osidan to add to it, to complete it. Only then would she really feel like one of the nya’shin.

      “You are a strong seeker,” Usal went on.

      Ciara looked over at Usal. The woman’s lined face stared forward, her gray eyes peering out toward the distant dunes of the waste, almost as if trying to determine whether they would be able to make the climb with the wagons. Ciara had the same concerns, worried that the wagons would get stuck in the sand or that the chemel would seize and die, or that the village wouldn’t survive the crossing. Any of a dozen worries played through her mind.

      “I cannot manipulate water, if that’s what you want to know.”

      Usal’s mouth pinched into a smile. “Do you really think that matters so much out here? Perhaps once, it mattered, but now that we’re forced to move, we need water seekers more than al’asan. Your ability, and your strength, can keep the village alive, much like the ala’shin keeps us alive.” Usal turned to Ciara. “Strange though, that with such strength, you do not manifest the other ability. Seeking strength usually comes with al’asan.”

      Ciara swallowed and resisted the urge to lick her lips. It would only make her thirstier. She’d had many of the same thoughts and often lay awake, staring at the stars with warm sand pressing beneath her back as she wondered why she should be cursed never to shape, to know only the ability to seek water, when others could sense less strongly than she and still shape. If she were stronger, she would be better able to help her people.

      “The Stormbringer chooses the blessings he gives,” Ciara said through her dry throat.

      Usal nodded as if the answer satisfied her.

      The fading light stole the heat from the day and brought with it the sharper northern wind and the crispness that came with it. During the day, it was almost as if the sun prevented the north wind from blowing in and pushing with it the scents from Ter, but at night, they were taunted by their tormenters, almost as if the dark weren’t frightening enough in the desert with creatures that wanted nothing more than to survive, that the village had to be tormented by what they feared most: another Ter attack.

      Fas suddenly coughed softly.

      Ciara and Usal turned to him. A faint sheen across his brow caught the fading light of the day, and she wondered whether it came from the liniment used on him or whether sweat beaded.

      He smiled up at her, and even sick, the sharp line of his jaw made her heart flutter slightly. She flushed, thankful for the growing dark. Was he aware of the effect he had on her, much as she sensed the way blood pulsed in others? Fas was skilled with water and a potent seeker, so of course he would be aware. Her flush deepened with the thought.

      “You’re awake,” she said, trying to pull attention away from her reaction to him.

      “Might be better if I were dead,” he muttered. “How much of the stores did I waste?”

      Ciara hadn’t taken the time to learn, but with so many dead, Fas pulling on the water stores to ensure his survival didn’t seem quite as concerning as it had before. “Ness says it doesn’t matter. The nya’shin are more important to the village.”

      Usal leaned over him briefly and checked a few things before grunting to herself. She stood and wiped her hands on her elouf, then nodded to Ciara as she left them alone.

      Fas rolled his head upon the litter and looked up at the sky, the movement causing the stretcher to rock slightly. “If the village doesn’t survive, what does it matter that I do?” His voice was thick, and he licked his lips.

      Ciara pulled out her waterskin and poured a few swallows into his mouth. He drank them hungrily and raised a hand when she tried giving him more.

      “Why am I here?” he asked.

      “We’re preparing to move south.”

      “South,” he repeated. The way he spoke made it seem as if he struggled to comprehend what she was saying.

      She nodded. “After the attack, Father decided that it was no longer safe to remain here.”

      “And he thinks we will be safer moving south?”

      Ciara wasn’t sure whether he doubted her or if there was another reason for the question. “He thinks we might survive.”

      Fas sighed. “Ness is wise to trust you. When do we leave?”

      “Soon. When the rest of the village is ready. Until then…”

      “How long do you think it will take until we reach the waste?”

      “The village? A few days.” At the pace they could move, it might be less, especially with everyone determined to push through the night, to risk the dangers of the desert in the dark so long as it brought them to safety, keeping them away from Ter shapers and their attacks.

      “Will the stores last that long?” Fas asked.

      Always the nya’shin, Ciara decided, and always concerned about the stores of water. “Ness thinks they will.” She hesitated, but Fas needed to know what happened. “We lost nearly fifty villagers, Fas.”

      “So many,” Fas said softly. “How can we suffer so much? How much more will the Stormbringer give us?” He licked his lips again, and Ciara tipped the waterskin to his lips, letting him drink a few more mouthfuls. There would be less of her ration for her to use, but Fas needed it more than her. The village needed him to survive. After the attack, losing another nya’shin, especially a water shaper, would be devastating.

      Almost as if in answer, a cry worked through the line of villagers. Ciara looked up and saw a draasin flying in the distance, moving south once more before circling back toward the village. Most of the villagers dropped to the ground, as though that would somehow protect them. Even Ciara dropped, crawling along beside Fas. The wounded nya’shin took her hand and squeezed.

      Ciara saw her father standing along the edge of the village, staring defiantly at the sky. Ness raised his j’na and a powerful shaping built, the osidan tip of the spear beginning to glow.

      Then the draasin pulled up, snorted a streamer of fire, and climbed back into the sky to disappear out over the sandy dunes.

      Ciara watched her father. The way he used his j’na was different than any water manipulation that she’d seen. What secret did he possess that allowed him to scare off one of the draasin?
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        The first ala’shin of Rens appeared after Endless War began, demonstrating a unique ability in calling the elements, though one they did not take full advantage of. Unlike in Ter, shapers in Rens were specialized and equally prized, especially those who could call upon water.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Night had fallen in full by the time the villagers stopped for the evening. Rather than being fatigued from the walk and the attack earlier, Ciara felt a restless sort of energy filling her. She helped with the placement of tents, quickly getting everyone situated, but wasn’t willing to sit by the small cook fires and share songs with the others.

      Fas rested near one of the fires. Whatever healing had been done to him eased his pain and the fracture was healed, but he remained weakened. He spoke little, other than to comment on the risk they took attempting to cross the waste. She didn’t even have any way of arguing with him. For all she knew, he was right.

      They saw no further sign of the draasin, but that didn’t make anyone less nervous.

      As they made their way toward the waste, Ciara began to feel the nagging sense of distant water. At first, she wasn’t sure that was what she detected, but the farther they went, the more certain she became. The sense came from beyond the waste.

      She said nothing, but the longer they walked, the stronger the pull of water became. Did Fas, even injured, note the distant sense? What of her father?

      Ciara walked along the edge of the encampment, past the row of tents—now so many fewer than there should have been—feeling the cool biting at her face. Not like it had during the attack, but it was not the steady, warm wind that gusted during the daylight. Even the rock was different at night, no longer painful to walk across, now cold and almost lifeless. Rens seemed to die at night.

      A few small grasses grew in spots along the edge of the villagers’ camp, but they were brown and dried, like a memory of the last storm that blew through here. After storms, life bloomed, even on the edge of the waste, but it had been months since the last storm of any significance.

      Ciara no longer wondered when the next storm would come. The Stormcallers claimed it was a matter of weeks, but they had made that promise for the past month. Were they even water seekers, she might have more faith in their predictions, but their only ability was to call to the empty sky, as if demanding the Stormbringer bring rain.

      She stopped before she’d moved too far from the others. Out beyond the rim of safety provided by the camped villagers, the ever-shifting dunes in the distance posed a risk. Nothing lived in the waste and none from Rens had ever attempted a crossing. Those who ventured too far into the waste were often lost, never seen again. And now she intended for the entire village to cross.

      She pulled on the shaft of her j’na, freeing it from her belt loop, and planted it into the rock. She ran one hand along the shaft of smooth wood, feeling the carvings made by her father, wondering if she would ever learn even a portion of what he knew or if she’d always be nothing more than a seeker.

      “You seem unsettled.”

      Ciara turned and saw her father standing cloaked in shadows, a thin shaft of moonlight spilling across his face, giving him a grim appearance and making the hard lines around his mouth seem even harder. Like her, he held his j’na, but unlike her, he did so with a casual stance, and the osidan tip of the spear reflected the wan light.

      “Unsettled,” Ciara repeated. “That would be a fair assessment.” She looked away from him and stared south, toward the dunes and the distant call of water.

      “You have questions,” Ness said.

      “None that you’ll answer.”

      He stood next to her, and she felt the solid weight of his presence mixing with the steady beating within his veins. “Let me tell you a story about our people,” her father began.

      Ciara didn’t have the energy to listen to a story, nor the desire, but stories were the way the history of the people was handed down. Some managed better tales than others and served as the storytellers. Ciara rarely heard her father tell stories. He usually sat and listened intently, so she should want to listen when he offered to share.

      “These lands have always been harsh. The sun burns brightly, and life struggles to grow out here, but the Stormbringer has granted us the gift of water. The al’asan have always managed to pull water from the deepest streams and divert the flow of distant rivers to pull water into Rens, providing all that we need.”

      Why would he torment her with stories of al’asan? She was nothing but a seeker, never able to manipulate water.

      Ciara squeezed her j’na and considered turning from him, but he was more than her father. He was the ala’shin.

      “Rens flourished. Villages became cities, and some cities, like Jornas and Pa’shu, situated as they were near the great Foash River, became great. The Stormbringer smiled upon us, granting Rens strength.”

      Ciara had never been alive when the great cities of Rens had thrived. Jornas had fallen nearly two decades ago, and Pa’shu was now occupied by shapers of Ter who turned the great architecture of that city into something else, destroying the culture of the people of Rens. Even the Foash, the wide river that once flowed through Jornas and around Pa’shu, had changed course, likely shaped away from those cities, though water shapers of Rens could do nothing to stop it.

      “Why tell me this, Father? To show what we’ve lost? I’ve never seen the Rens you describe.”

      Her father lifted his j’na and made a tracing in the sand, drawing the borders of ancient Rens in the time before Ter first attacked. How long had their people been chased by Ter? Longer than Ciara had lived, long enough that all she knew was thirst. But her father had lived in a different time. She’d never asked, but had he seen those ancient cities?

      He made a few more marks in the sand and nodded toward them. “This is old Rens. Here—” he poked the sand with the j’na—“and here are where the cities of Jornas and Pa’shu can be found.” He smiled as he said the names of the cities, and Ciara wondered what there would be to smile about. The cities were gone; the Rens her father described was gone. Now they were nothing more than tribes of people, eking out a survival. “Once, there were cities all along here,” he continued, making smaller dots in the sand. Most were along where the Foash ran; at least, where Ciara suspected it ran. To Rens, water had always meant survival. “Even at that time, the waste meant death, and to cross it risked everyone.”

      Ciara felt her heart flutter. Was he trying to tell her that this attempted crossing was foolish?

      “Now, this is our village,” he said, poking with the end of his j’na. He traced a long, serpentine trail through the sand, weaving it slowly around, never quite approaching where the ancient cities would have been found. Next to it, he made another swirl in the sand, this one larger than anything he’d made before. “This is the waste, or what we know of it. Leagues of sand and rock, with nothing growing,” he went on. “Never before have we considered the possibility that we could make this crossing. Never before have any of Rens ever thought to risk themselves.”

      “Father?” she said. What was he getting at?

      “Long ago, when Ter attacked, pushing our people from their homes, killing those who remained, Rens took to the desert, knowing that water seeking would keep us safe and that the Stormbringer would watch over us as he always had before. So many were lost.” His voice took on a wistful tone. “Great men and women.” He said the last with a hitch to his voice, and Ciara knew he thought of her mother.

      Ness never spoke of her, other than to say that she was a proud and strong woman, one Ciara was said to resemble, especially with her deep black hair and oval face. Once, he’d claimed that her mother would be pleased with the woman Ciara had become, but that had been in a moment of celebration after Ciara had helped find enough water to last a full two weeks. It meant the village could have some stability, a few days of not waiting for the next storm. But he’d said nothing more since.

      All Ciara knew was that her mother had been killed during one of the earliest Ter attacks, before they had taken to the edge of the waste. They had lived in a small city far from the border of the waste, without sand blowing as it did now, and her father had been one of the nya’shin, a water seeker, but also a farmer, using the thin stream flowing into the city to keep corn and chas, both growing well enough in the hot, arid land. When Ter attacked, many had died before the survivors from the city had fled. The village was all that remained.

      “We settled along the edge of the waste. Connected to the rest of Rens through our seekers but separate, waiting for the threat to pass, trying to keep the people and spirit of Rens alive.” He tapped his j’na and sighed. “All this time, nothing has changed. You are right in that, daughter. It is our time to move again, to find a true home. To unite Rens.”

      “Father?”

      Ness moved his j’na and slipped it back into the loops of his belt. When he looked over at her, intensity burned in his eyes, brighter than the moonlight would account for. “You would have us cross the waste.”

      “If you don’t think that we should, or that we will suffer if we do…” Ciara didn’t know what her father was getting at by telling this story.

      He patted her on the shoulder and breathed out heavily. For a moment, the winds shifted again, a warm breeze billowing in from the south, but then it was gone, the cool northern wind replacing it. Ciara pulled her elouf more tightly around her.

      “That’s not why I tell this story.” Her father fell silent for a few moments, staring into the darkness. “Tell me, Ciara, what is in your heart?”

      She frowned. Why change the direction of the conversation? Did he want to know about the way her heart fluttered when she saw Fas? Did he sense the way her pulse quickened around the dark-haired nya’shin? Likely even Fas knew but was either uninterested or amused by the fact. Either way, he’d never said anything to her.

      “I long to find water, to help the village,” she said carefully.

      Her father grunted. “Is that all that lives within your heart, Ciara? You want nothing but to find water?”

      She knew he didn’t need to ask what she truly desired. More than anything, she wanted to manipulate water, not only seek it. Helping the village, serving as nya’shin, was part of the reason, but sensing the power of water but never being quite strong enough to reach it herself filled her with a longing greater than anything she had ever known. As al’asan, her father would never understand that longing, and would never know what she would do to reach it.

      “I am nya’shin, Father. I serve as the village needs.”

      He was silent again as he stared into the desert. When he spoke, his voice took on a distant tone. “Sometimes the needs of the village coincide with the needs of the soul. Other times, the needs of the people coincide with the needs of the soul.”

      “Aren’t the village and the people the same?”

      “Are they? Is your heart you? Are your eyes you? Or are they a part of something greater, this wonderful creation of the Stormbringer?”

      Ciara shook her head. Her father spoke in riddles again, as if she should understand his point. She still didn’t know if he implied that she would lead the village astray by taking them across the waste, that it was unknown whether they would survive the journey. And if they did not, the people—and the village—would suffer and die.

      “I am me,” she said.

      He patted her on the shoulder again. “Indeed. You are so much like your mother, and you are what the Stormbringer made of you. As we all are. As is the village, broken and divided from Rens, but still part of something greater.”

      Frustration got the best of her and Ciara snapped. “How is the village part of something greater? When was the last time that we saw another village? We struggle, not even knowing if the others still exist, unsure whether Ter has destroyed them.”

      “You’re a water seeker and one of the nya’shin. Do you mean for me to believe that you can’t sense the other villages?”

      Ciara knew that she could, but what she sensed of those villages was distant, more remote than even the sense of water she detected. What use was there in knowing other villages existed if they couldn’t reach them? Would the people of Rens always be forced to be separate, always searching for the next source of water, always taking what they could, until eventually only the desert survived?

      Maybe that was the point her father tried to make. If they could cross the waste, if they could reach a source of water and find a measure of safety, maybe they would finally reach that which they needed.

      How many would be lost as they strove to make the crossing? They’d lost nearly fifty in the attack. Prior to that, the most they’d lost had been a few who succumbed to the heat and dehydration, men and women who no longer required water and returned to the desert to once more become one with the sand.

      But crossing the waste required a different sort of fortitude. She considered some of the older villagers, those who already struggled with the pace. Would Usal and Thyl and Jors make it? How about the younger villagers, like Alys and Dris and Shil?

      Even if they reached the source of water, would it matter if they had sacrificed everything to get there? Would it matter if there was no village to survive?

      Her father watched her, as if aware of the battle raging within her mind. Could this be some kind of test? The nya’shin were often tested, challenged until they fully claimed their spear. If this was another, was she meant to try to turn her father back, to find another—and safer—source of water? Only, Ciara didn’t know if there was another source, not near enough that they would ever reach it.

      “You’re silent, daughter.”

      “What are you trying to tell me? Stop talking in riddles and make it clear.”

      He smiled, and it was a sad smile as he touched the shaft of his j’na, running his fingers along it. “You see riddles where I see truths.”

      “What truths then? We should be dead! Ter attacked, and the draasin circled overhead. Twice! What truths do you know that kept us alive? What truths do you keep from me?” she demanded. She was speaking more loudly than she should but realized that her voice wouldn’t carry back to the villagers. The cold northern wind caught at her words, tearing them away from her on gusts scented with the distant hint of trees.

      Ness watched her for a moment, the moonlight sending a shaft of light along his cheek, making his eyes glow. Then he turned and looked out toward the desert, staring into the darkness. “You’re not ready, Ciara.” He sighed. “I brought you here thinking that you might be, but not yet. Answers will come in time.”

      He turned, leaving her standing on the edge of the camp, shivering against the cold and the darkness of night.
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        Many consider the draasin of equal intelligence to man, but those who know them best suspect their intellect exceeds that of man. If true, this poses problems for the college.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn was shaken awake from a deep sleep, dreams of missed moments with Katya haunting him—the last time they’d seen each other, the soft caress she’d laid on his face, telling him that she would return. Only she never did. She had always been the more skilled shaper of the two of them, and even that hadn’t kept her alive.

      Neither had the lessons he’d learned in Atenas, time wasted studying with Oliver and the other masters, healing arts that had failed him when it mattered most. Nothing had helped him then.

      Bayan leaned over him. “Come on. Time to go.”

      Jasn looked around his room. He’d been given sparse quarters: a bed, a trunk, and a washbasin. Not nearly the exotic space warriors were granted in Atenas, but better than he’d had in Rens. “Go where?” He tried rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, but exhaustion from shaping earth much of the day threatened to pull him back to sleep.

      “Training.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Near dawn. Come.”

      Jasn got up and dressed as quickly as he could, making certain to slip on his sword and cover it with a cloak before following Bayan out of his room and into the street outside. A chill hung on the air, and a mist layered atop the ground like a low-lying cloud.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, catching up to Bayan.

      She moved quickly, her feet light, and Jasn realized for the first time that he barely registered a sense of her moving, almost identical to what he noticed with Alena. How did they hide themselves from earth shaping with such completeness that he hardly detected them?

      If nothing else, the fact that Bayan managed it almost as well as Alena made him think he could learn it. Maybe Alena would eventually teach him. Being able to hide his approach would be a valuable skill.

      “Where do you think?” Bayan asked.

      They stopped at the pen holding the smaller draasin, not the one he’d worked with Wyath to contain, and the fog was denser here. Bayan touched the stone and crafted a quick shaping. A darkened doorway appeared, leading inside the pen. Heat drifted from it and met the cool morning air, causing the mist to thicken and hang around the pen, hiding the stone, and the letters carved into it, from sight.

      Bayan pushed him into the doorway with a soft nudge. Jasn resisted at first, stretching out with a useless earth sensing to try to detect where the draasin might be within the pen, but failing. He switched to wind, pulling on the cool breeze and dissipating the mist before wondering if Alena would have wanted him to do that. Maybe she wanted the mist collecting around the pen.

      Inside the enclosure, the chained draasin rested against the wall, its eyes so bright they practically glowed. A long tail twitched but otherwise didn’t move. Chains wrapped around both wings held it bound in place, linked to massive iron rings embedded in the wall. Was it the stone chains or the connection to the pen that trapped it the most?

      “Where’s Alena?” Jasn asked.

      Bayan stepped inside the pen and touched the wall. It rumbled softly, but Jasn didn’t sense the shaping as it closed once more, locking them inside with the creature. A steady eagerness began to build within him as Bayan lit the lanterns hanging around the inside of the pen.

      “You need to understand them if you’re going to survive. I don’t know why, but she wants you to fail, and I overheard that you have the first test coming up soon.”

      Jasn had begun to feel the same way, but hearing Bayan say it made him think it was most likely to be real. “What test?” It was the first Jasn had heard of any test.

      “All in training are tested. There are steps. Usually, the first test doesn’t come until you’ve been here longer, but Alena intends to see you tested sooner. Now, if you don’t want to wash out—and given the fact that the commander himself brought you here, I don’t think you do—you need to begin to understand a few things about the draasin.”

      Bayan started toward the creature, her hand raised very much like Alena’s. Bayan shaped, and this time, Jasn could sense it, but now he wondered if he was intended to sense it. How often did Alena shape that he couldn’t detect? Was her shaping all of what she considered teaching? That wasn’t how he had been taught in Atenas, but then again, none of the methods in the barracks were how he had been taught in Atenas.

      “You have to approach carefully, and with earth and water,” Bayan said. She kept her eyes fixed on the draasin, still moving carefully forward and not looking away. “Water to subdue, earth to contain. You’re a strong earth shaper?”

      Jasn nodded, realizing that she didn’t look back to see him nod. “Yes,” he answered. “Strong enough.” Water shaping had come first, but then earth. He wasn’t weak with wind or fire, but not as strong as he was with the other elements.

      “Good. Figured you must be or else he wouldn’t have brought you here. Most are strong earth shapers to begin. I was water.”

      “And Alena?” he asked, approaching carefully, holding earth and water ready but not certain how to use them as Bayan suggested.

      “Stars only know. That woman doesn’t seem to have any weakness with elements. That’s why we train, to eliminate ours as well. She’s probably made a point of forcing you to use your weaknesses?”

      The way Alena had taken away earth and water from him had made him use the other elements, but had she taught him anything about them or simply made him use what he already knew?

      “Probably,” Jasn agreed.

      This close to the draasin, he could see the colors of its scales. There was blue but also silver and hints of gold. As much as he hated to admit it, the coloring was actually quite lovely. Heat pressed off the scales, almost painfully hot, leading to a hint of more color.

      “You see how they use fire?” Bayan asked. “They control it, almost as if they’re a part of fire itself. Most think they have something like our shaping ability.”

      Jasn stared at it, wondering how creatures like that could shape, but then he’d seen wolves track a deer through the mountains for miles, as if they had earth sensing. Why couldn’t a creature like the draasin be able to shape?

      “They’re smart, too,” Bayan went on. “They use their shaping to hide, sometimes in places where you think you’ve looked.” She risked a glance over her shoulder and caught Jasn’s eye. “I know Alena has begun working with you on finding them. That’s a beginning. Every hunter must learn and has to be tested,” she said, turning her full attention back to the creature. “If you can’t find the draasin when another shaper attempts to hide them, it will be almost impossible to find it when they’re hunting you.”

      A thrill went up his spine at the mention of one of the draasin hunting him. He’d been hunted often enough in Rens, but they’d never managed to capture him, regardless of how much he might have been willing to let them. The creatures had an unnatural intelligence in the way they watched him, looking at him almost as if reading his mind and knowing how much he hated them. The flash of fire behind its eyes almost made Jasn think the feeling was mutual.

      “Alena left it at the edge of the forest,” he said.

      Bayan nodded. “That’s the start. Most would think you’re doing well, already getting to the point where she had you searching for the draasin, but I overhead what she said to Wyath. She has no intention to see you make it through.”

      Alena was determined to see him wash out, only he didn’t know why. Did she hate the fact that Lachen had brought him to the barracks, or was there another reason?

      “I know.”

      Bayan offered him a quick smile. “If you learn to listen to the signs, you’ll do fine. Pay attention to things that shouldn’t be there. That’s the first stage.”

      Jasn nodded. It was much like the roots from the night before.

      “Then it will become subtler. You’ll have to use sensing in ways you didn’t think possible. Always pay attention to what should be there as much as what shouldn’t. Never stop sensing. The moment you do…”

      She dropped her hand, releasing the shaping, and the draasin lunged.

      Bayan brought her hand back up, and the creature took a step back. Jasn couldn’t help but be impressed at her skill. How long until he reached the same level of competence with them? If Alena had her way, maybe never.

      Then again, he’d prefer to kill them than control them.

      “How does Rens control them?” he asked as Bayan stretched a hand toward the draasin.

      “I don’t think even Alena knows.” She reached the chain and pulled on it, moving the draasin, and then released. “That’s why we bring them here to study.”

      He grunted, glancing around the pen. “I’m pretty sure Alena doesn’t want me in here.”

      “If you can open the pen, you can enter. At least this one. The big one is different. Only the instructors can enter that one. Well, and Cheneth, but then he sort of goes wherever he wants anyway.”

      Jasn almost smiled at the image of the scholar entering the pen, thinking about how he had taken notes the entire time Jasn had sat with him, almost unconcerned about what Jasn would do while in the camp. “Won’t the draasin…” He didn’t know how to finish the thought without offending Bayan.

      “Won’t they what? They’re bound in stone. It counters the fire. Why else do you think I can stand so close to it without it harming me?”

      Jasn suspected the smaller draasin was less dangerous. He wouldn’t be afraid to approach with a sheathed sword. But the other one, the bigger one kept in the pen that he’d helped Wyath seal closed, that one was dangerous. He’d felt the stone rumbling beneath his hand each time it slammed into the barrier around it.

      “What does Cheneth think to learn from them?” he asked.

      “The same as the rest of us.”

      Jasn grunted. “Not me. I only want to learn to kill them.”

      The draasin jerked on the chain, and Bayan let it go. The creature snapped its head to the side, as if trying to reach for her, but Bayan danced back, its long fangs barely missing her side.

      Bayan held her hand up, shaping as she did, but the creature grew more agitated. Heat surged from it, billowing away and turning the air to steam. Jasn wrapped a shaping of water around himself for protection but wondered if it would be enough.

      “We should go,” Bayan said, taking a step back.

      Jasn stared at the draasin, and it almost seemed to stare back at him, as if it knew what he’d said and understood. “I thought you said we could be here.”

      “We can, but this one seems to think we’ve been here long enough.” Bayan backed away, making a point of keeping her focus on the draasin even though it was chained to the wall and shouldn’t be able to go anywhere. “We’ll come back again. When you get comfortable with being around the draasin, you’ll have better luck with Alena, I think.”

      They stepped back out of the pen and the cool air hit him, layering mist all around. Jasn breathed it in, not certain that he would ever have any luck with Alena and wondering when he would face the first test that Bayan mentioned.

      He had an answer to the second part immediately. Alena waited for them outside the pen, eyes moving from Bayan to Jasn. “Good. Since you’re here, we’ll begin your testing.”
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        The Order of Warrior in Ter view themselves as peerless shapers. While few doubt their skill, I have witnessed other shapers with greater control than what exists in Atenas. Had they faced Rens with more strength, the war might have ended years before.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn kept his eyes closed as he reached out with a mixture of earth and fire sensing to find the draasin. The damn creature was near him. He could practically smell the bitter stink of it, but why couldn’t he sense it? He couldn’t figure it out, but if he failed finding it again, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t get another chance.

      Without opening his eyes, he took a dozen steps. Towering oaks rose on either side of him, and earth sensing guided him so that he was able to move past without worrying about running into them. Smaller scrub bushes tried to grab at his feet or catch his leather pants with their thorns, but he managed to avoid them as well. His foot splashed through a shallow stream, and he grimaced. Drying the boot would take more shaping control than he possessed.

      The air temperature didn’t change.

      Jasn opened his eyes with a sigh. That was the one thing he expected, the one way he would know the draasin were near, if not for earth sensing and fire sensing. The creatures were too powerful to not affect the air temperature.

      “Still can’t find it?”

      He spun, his hand going to his sword. Alena leaned against one of the oaks, her own sword, a narrow blade inscribed with markers for each of the elements, held casually in her hand. A sweep of brownish blond hair hung across her round face, masking one eye, leaving the other piercing blue eye staring at him.

      “Don’t worry. I will find it.”

      “Prove it.”

      “I can practically smell it, so why can’t I sense it?”

      Alena pushed away from the tree and sheathed her sword. “Are you sure that isn’t you?”

      Jasn ignored the comment. “Earth sensing shows me nothing, and neither does fire.”

      Alena tilted her head to look up into the trees. “You have to use all your abilities. If you survived a year in Rens, you’re clearly a powerful shaper, but to find the draasin requires more than strength in shaping.”

      Jasn followed the direction of her gaze. Tied high overhead was the creature, stone-infused leather wrapped around its jaws. The creature watched him, golden eyes trailing him as if he were the hunted rather than the other way around.

      She leapt to the air on a controlled shaping of wind and, with a swipe of her sword so fast that he barely saw it, cut the stone rope suspending it in the tree, letting it drop back to the ground. As the creature fell, it never once took its eyes off him.

      Alena lowered herself back to the ground and motioned to him. “See the way she watches you?”

      “It’s a she?”

      Alena sighed. “You should respect these creatures.”

      “I respect them enough. I’ve seen the destruction caused by them. I faced attacks for nearly a year in Rens. Don’t think that I don’t respect them.” He wouldn’t share with her how Katya died. How they had taken her from him before they really had a chance to be together.

      “And still you’ve failed with all three trials today. None have been particularly difficult, yet you still struggle even to find the draasin. What happens when you’re faced with one of the creatures not bound by stone rope and gagged?”

      He suppressed a frustrated sigh. “I kill it.”

      The draasin shook and the stone rope binding her wings flung free. In an instant, the creature jerked her head toward him, slammed the spike of her snout into his stomach, and drove him back.

      Alena grabbed the remains of the stone rope and pulled it back, getting the creature under control, but the damage had been done.

      Jasn grunted and fell, losing control of his shaping as he did. His sword dropped from his grip and he reached for his belly. Blood poured from the wound. He staggered back, a smile coming to his face. Could this be it? After all the time he’d spent in Rens, would he finally die here in Ter because of a controlled draasin? The irony would have made him laugh if his stomach had allowed it.

      Even as he sat there, the blood flowing from him eased, a water shaping that he didn’t intend—and didn’t control—already healing him. It was as if his body refused to die.

      Alena looked over at him, eyes narrowing as she saw the way the blood had eased. “We need to get you to a healer. The barracks has one who—”

      “I’ll be fine.” He stood, peeking beneath his shirt to see the blood already dried, the skin already mended.

      “Fine? You were gouged—”

      Jasn laughed more bitterly than he intended. “Do you think that’s the first time?” He slammed his sword back into his sheath. “You know how long I spent in Rens. You don’t last long in Rens, at least that deep in Rens, unless you’ve got some way of healing.”

      She studied him and shook her head. “You’re more foolish than I realized, aren’t you?”

      “What does that mean?”

      She sighed, glancing at the creature, her head tipped to the side as if hearing something. After healing himself, Jasn didn’t have the strength needed to listen, nor did he have the interest.

      They weaved through the forest, Alena somehow managing to keep from turning her back to the draasin. The rope circled her waist, and she gripped it tightly with her right hand as she pulled. When they reached the barracks, Alena waved him off as she pulled it back to the pen. Jasn stared after her, unable to take his eyes off the way she effortlessly pulled the creature across the yard. A faint sheen of sweat beaded along her brow, catching the light of the sun before it reflected off her hair.

      “Careful how you look at her. I think she knows.”

      Jasn turned to see Wyath standing behind him, staring at the beast. “The draasin already had a chance with me,” he said, rubbing his stomach.

      Wyath grunted as he glanced at the blood soaking Jasn’s shirt. “I didn’t mean the draasin.”

      “Alena? She’d as soon stab me herself,” Jasn said.

      Wyath’s eyes narrowed as Alena sealed the door to the pen with a shaping of stone before starting toward them, back rigid. “How did it go?”

      “He failed three trials today. Is that enough?”

      Wyath glanced at Jasn and mouthed the word, “Three?”

      Jasn could only shake his head.

      “Then he managed to let her attack.”

      “Does he need a healer?” Wyath asked.

      “Said he doesn’t.”

      “Good. Then you’re both to report to Cheneth.”

      Alena eyed Jasn a moment. “If Cheneth wants to talk, then it’s time to tell him what happened today.”

      How would Cheneth react to the fact that Jasn had not only failed to find the draasin during each of his three attempts, but that he’d been stupid enough to let the damn thing spear him?

      “There is no shame in washing out,” Alena said as they made their way through the barracks, almost as if reading his thoughts.

      “No,” Jasn agreed.

      She glanced over. “You don’t care?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll return to Rens either way. What difference does it make?”

      “You continue to make mistakes, don’t you?”

      Jasn sighed. He was in no mood to deal with more of Alena’s annoyance. “It seems that I do. Why don’t you tell me what mistake you mean this time? Was it failing to find the draasin or letting it strike me?”

      “Neither. Your mistake was thinking that the draasin deserved whatever fate you have in mind.”

      With that, she pushed open the door and left him standing outside, wondering whether he really understood what Alena had just said. Could she really believe the creature didn’t deserve to be hunted?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The inside of the stone building would be dark if not for the shaped light glowing brightly from two lanterns. Alena already sat in front of a long desk, resting her hands comfortably on her knees, her sword hanging at her side and barely brushing the ground.

      A soft cough, little more than a clearing of a throat, pulled his attention to Cheneth, who sat behind the desk. One of the lanterns in the room rested on his desk, giving light to the stacks of papers and pile of books atop it. The old scholar leaned back in his chair, eyeing Jasn through the thick lenses of his spectacles. Cheneth had a wrinkled face, his skin pale from all the time he spent out of the sun, either reading his copious notes or sending missives to others about what he might have discovered.

      He twisted the ends of his thick mustache as he waited. “You don’t have to stand in the doorway.” His voice was too soft for someone who led, especially considering what they trained for here, but Jasn found himself leaning forward to ensure that he heard. Maybe that was the old scholar’s intent.

      “Alena was giving me a report of the day,” Cheneth said. He pulled a blank page in front of him and dipped his pen into a small bottle of blood-red ink at the corner of the desk, holding the pen above the page as if waiting to begin until Jasn spoke.

      “Then you have already heard all that you need.”

      Cheneth scrawled a few quick words across the page. From his angle, Jasn couldn’t tell what he wrote, but he likely wouldn’t be able to read it anyway. The scholars used a language only they would understand, almost as if writing in code.

      “Tell me how the draasin hid from you,” Cheneth said.

      Jasn glanced at Alena, thinking she would be getting far too much enjoyment out of this. “For the first attempt, the beast hid near the water,” Jasn said. “The water… it shielded the creature. Almost like an earth shaper shielding themselves.”

      Jasn hadn’t expected the draasin to manage to hide itself in that way. Water wasn’t necessarily the opposite element to fire—that was why the draasin were bound in stone—but it shouldn’t have been able to hide quite so well within the water.

      “Interesting,” Cheneth said, scrawling a few notes. “Alena knew that it could do this?”

      Jasn glanced at her again. “She was the one who placed it.”

      Cheneth set his pen down and glanced up, meeting Alena’s eyes. “Indeed? You knew that they could use water to hide?”

      “They have used water to hide in the past,” she said carefully, avoiding looking over at Jasn. “It is not a shielding, at least not the same way earth shapers manage.”

      Cheneth scrawled a few more lines across the page and then looked up at Jasn. “The first hid in water. What of the second?”

      Jasn twisted his hands together, suppressing the irritation that he felt. The second challenge had been nearly as frustrating as the first, almost as if Alena were determined to show him how very little he knew. “A cave along the edge of the mountains,” he started. “The creature hid within the cave, and the stone made it… difficult… for me to detect.” Like with water, it had somehow blended into the stone. He had thought himself strong with earth, but it was almost as if Alena had been determined to show him how little he knew.

      Cheneth scratched a few additional marks. “I presume she used the links around the wings and the snout to hide the creature there?”

      Honestly, Jasn didn’t know how Alena had hidden the draasin there. When he’d failed, she’d simply strolled into the cave and pulled the creature out, making a show about how little he knew about earth sensing.

      Alena nodded.

      Cheneth looked at her through the spectacles drifting down on his nose. He tapped the pen atop the ink bottle and a small droplet of blood-red ink dripped from the shaped tip back into the bottle, and then he made a few more notes without looking up. Each scratch of his pen scraping across the paper sounded like some creature trying to free itself from the desk, clawing at it from below. Jasn shook his head to rid himself of the image.

      “And the third?” Cheneth said.

      “A tree,” Jasn said simply. There was no point in elaborating any more than necessary.

      Cheneth looked up, taking in both Jasn and Alena. “A tree?” he repeated. “You hid the creature in a tree and he didn’t manage to find it?”

      “It was a big tree,” Jasn said.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he could swear he saw the hint of a smile tug at Cheneth’s mouth. “Now that your testing is over, you are needed to the south,” he said to Alena. “Calan has already departed—”

      Alena stood quickly and nodded before hurrying to the door.

      Jasn started to follow but was cut short as Cheneth cleared his throat. “A word, Warrior Volth.”

      The door closed as Alena departed, sealing him in the room alone with Cheneth. The scholar leaned forward and set his pen and page aside, his attention fully focused on Jasn for the first time.

      “Tell me, Warrior Volth, of your experience here. How does this compare to what you were told to expect?”

      “I was told nothing.”

      “Nothing? The commander sent you here without any instruction?”

      “I think my time in Rens made him think it would be unnecessary.”

      Cheneth sniffed. “And has Rens prepared you?”

      Jasn glanced around the scholar’s room. Rens had prepared him to fight the draasin, but he’d never learned how to kill them. That was what he wanted here. “Apparently not. You think to control the draasin much like Rens, but I’ve not seen any evidence that anyone knows enough to control them.”

      Cheneth clasped his hands behind his back. “Control? Is that what you think? Our shapers learn to hunt the draasin.”

      “From what I’ve seen, the draasin are captured.”

      The scholar smiled. “Only to study.”

      Jasn grunted. “Study? If Lachen wanted me to study them, he wouldn’t have brought me here, would he? He wants to hunt them. To keep our shapers safe. To push back the draasin before they destroy any more warriors.”

      “That might be part of it,” Cheneth said. He glanced at Jasn’s shirt. “You were injured. How did you recover so quickly?”

      Jasn touched his shirt still crusted with blood. “Water heals.”

      “Indeed it does. That, I presume, is why you’re the man who cannot die?”

      He let go of his shirt and shook his head. “I don’t know why I can’t, but I intend to keep trying.”

      “Perhaps we can teach you enough to change your mind.”

      Jasn glanced back at the door, thinking of Alena off hunting the draasin. That was where he would prefer to be. The draasin needed to be destroyed. They were the reason for the damned Endless War, and if Ter could stop the draasin, they could stop the war.

      Even that wouldn’t matter if he succeeded in his other goal. “I doubt that.”
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        The draasin are not native to either Rens or Ter. For years, they were reclusive, rarely seen. The start of the war changed much, not the least the frequency of draasin sightings in both lands.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Heat shimmered from the expanse of the waste, rising up like some massive cloud, leaving a haze that was more than simply dust hanging in the hot, stagnant wind. Ciara glanced over at Fas, checking to determine how he handled the crossing, but saw nothing on his face that gave her worry. Only his fluttering pulse told her that he wasn’t as well as he claimed.

      She shifted her shaisa veil, making sure to create a tighter seal over her mouth. Already, she struggled to keep the dust from filling the veil and the sand from creeping down through her elouf, no matter how tightly she might cinch it closed.

      Fas took another quick swig from his waterskin. Ciara noted how little water remained in the skin and knew that she’d need to conserve her water in case he needed it. She felt the steady increase in her pulse and the dry flush that worked up her neck. If she started sweating, they would need to turn back. Continuing forward when she already showed signs of the heat would only put them at risk.

      “I still don’t sense it,” Fas said. In spite of all the water he’d drunk, his voice was hoarse, and he coughed to clear it. He might claim that he felt better, but Ciara knew how hard he struggled.

      “We can return to the others,” she suggested.

      “Not without making certain that we’re leading the people in the right direction.”

      They had been sent to scout ahead. Ciara had volunteered, thinking to protect Fas from this, but he had stubbornly made it clear that he would go with her. As nya’shin, he had the right to demand to go with her; only, he wasn’t well enough yet. Still, Ciara had been thankful for his presence as they made their way across the shifting dunes. The sand made it difficult to gauge direction, and Fas seemed to have a compass burned into his mind, always guiding them.

      The sense of water remained. Ciara didn’t feel it growing stronger, but the source was out there. It gave her hope that what they did find would be enough. She prayed to the Stormbringer that hope wasn’t misplaced.

      With her untipped spear, she pointed toward the water calling to her, a steady beacon in her mind. How could Fas not sense it too?

      “It’s still there,” Ciara said, not wanting to sound too confident or risk insulting Fas by the fact that she sensed water and he did not.

      Fas nodded. “Good. Then we keep going.”

      She licked dry lips and touched the leather of her waterskin, longing to take a drink, but the quickening of Fas’s pulse told her that she should not.

      They continued in silence. The sun baked the hard-packed sand around them as it rose steadily in the sky. Ciara should have pushed to leave later in the day, to wait until the sun began to set, but then they’d have been walking at night, and that posed a different danger.

      Her father had watched as they left the villagers, moving at a quick jog across the sand to the south, heading toward the promise of safety and hopefully water. Ciara wished he would speak to her and that she could learn what he might know, but he had only watched with his dark eyes, his j’na planted in the rock and the sense of a shaping swirling around him like the wind in a storm.

      About midday, they topped a small rise in the dune. Far below, the ground changed from sand, shifting to harder rock. She blinked to clear her vision, wondering if the scrub plants she saw growing were real or imagined.

      “I sense them,” Fas said.

      She smiled tightly. If they could get the village past the sand, moving across the rock—regardless of the heat—should be much easier. And the presence of plants meant water, didn’t it? Maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about conserving what water she had in her skin. Her lips began to swell and her legs felt heavier than normal. If she continued to refuse to drink, her mind would begin to swim. Ciara had experienced dehydration before—that was part of her earliest lessons as nya’shin—and knew the dangers, but she’d made a choice to help Fas.

      He took another drink and tipped his skin all the way back, emptying the last drops from it. He didn’t look over at her.

      “Here,” she said, handing him her skin.

      Fas shook his head. “One skin, Ciara.”

      “You won’t make it if you don’t drink.”

      “I’ll make it. Besides, once we reach there,” he said, waving his hand toward the plants, “we’ll find another source.”

      “Right. So drink,” she said.

      He met her eyes and she saw a flicker of emotions: shame and anger and pride, all rolled together. Finally, he reached for her skin and took a quick swallow. When he handed it back to her, his coarse fingers brushed hers. “You’re strong, Ciara. Even Eshan knew that. I think that’s why he pushed. He knew you were capable.”

      She sniffed and hooked the waterskin back onto her belt, sliding it so that it didn’t bump into the shaft of her spear. This was the first chance she’d had ranging away from the village with the spear, so she had new concerns. “Had he believed that, he might not have died.”

      They continued across the sand. Late in the day, the massive dunes changed, leaving scattered stretches of flat desert. The haze had faded the closer they came, and sand no longer seemed suspended in the air, threatening to fill their mouths and choke them. Both lowered their veils as they walked.

      A spiked plant with thick, waxy brown leaves growing up from the ground in a mound greeted them. Fas brushed against it, sending needles shooting into his leg. He winced and jerked back as drops of blood bloomed.

      “Blasted plant,” he swore, pulling his j’na free and swinging it at the plant, sending it flying. When he set his spear down, a few of the barbs were stuck into the wood.

      “A new addition to your carving?” she said.

      Fas shot her a look as he plucked the spikes from his leg. All had long spines on them, and his face tightened as he pulled them out. On the last, he groaned softly.

      Ciara pulled the barbs from his j’na and studied one. They were sharp and jagged with a serrated edge in the wicked curve that reminded her of the osidan tip to the j’na. She tossed one, expecting it to catch in the wind and go tumbling, but it flew true.

      She did the same with another, throwing it toward another small plant, similar to the first. The barb struck and others were released like a trap springing closed.

      Fas jerked back a step and whipped his j’na in front of him, cursing under his breath. “Warn me next time you intend to do something like that, would you?”

      Ciara crouched carefully and picked up the needles that sprayed from the plant. There were nearly a dozen in all, and that from nothing more than throwing the needle. They would need to be careful they didn’t venture too close to the plants. From Fas’s reaction, she could easily imagine the pain of plucking them out of her skin, and that had been from pulling out a couple. If all these ended up buried in her leg, or arm, or backside… She shook the thought away, not wanting to consider how much that might hurt.

      But the barbs might be useful. Shaped as they were, they were practically designed by the Stormbringer to fly. The serrations along the edge would carve skin, and the sharp spikes along the end reminded her of the draasin and would lodge into flesh.

      What was the thick, sticky fluid along the edge, then?

      Ciara touched it and rubbed it between her fingers. It burned where she touched, as if the plant stored fire in its veins. She wiped it on her elouf.

      “Are you poisoned?” she asked Fas.

      As he shook his head, she used water sensing on him, stretching through him to detect whether the fire sap of the plant had done anything other than cause pain. She found nothing to make her think he was harmed.

      “Not poisoned, just angry. What are you doing?” Fas asked as she tore a piece of fabric off her elouf and rolled the barbs inside.

      “Saving these.”

      “For what? To torture me later?”

      She pulled the fabric tight, closing the specimens within. Her mind began to work through ways the barbs might be useful, especially if they were attacked. “Something like that,” she said. “We shouldn’t wait here for too long.”

      Ciara started across the rock, avoiding getting too close to the plants. A part of her wanted to study them. With natural defenses like the plants seemed to have, there might be other uses. If they could somehow tap the sap from the plant, they would have a strong weapon to use against Ter if they were attacked again. With as few shapers as the village possessed, they needed any advantage they could find. But they needed to reach the water, not stop and examine these strange plants.

      “They remind me of the dowa plant,” Fas said as they passed the fourth one.

      There were similarities to the dowa, Ciara saw, but differences as well. Dowa grew taller, but maybe that was because it thrived where the heat of the sun wasn’t quite as potent. And no dowa she’d ever seen had such sharp barbs.

      “Maybe the leaves,” Ciara said, “but nothing else is the same. Stormbringer, you can eat dowa leaves if needed.” The water trapped in the leaves was one way nya’shin survived between finding other pools of water. She couldn’t imagine biting down on one of these leaves; just thinking of the heat burning down her throat made her gag.

      Fas slowed as they approached a stretch of rock, guiding them more carefully forward. With each step, he slid slowly. Ciara sensed the way his heart raced more than it should, but he gave no outward appearance of stress from the heat. They needed to find some source of water for him to refill his waterskin. The farther they walked, the less chance there would be for him to manage, and the less likely it would be that they would both make it back to the village.

      They reached a ledge where the rock dropped off in a sharp shelf. The ground had to be nearly one hundred feet below, but straight down. Without needing to use water to sense—and Ciara wasn’t sure how valuable water sensing had been in this part of the waste, as she hadn’t been able to sense anything from the strange plants—she saw more scattered plants. Some appeared tall, possibly as tall as she was, but it was difficult to tell from this vantage.

      “Stormbringer,” Fas breathed out.

      “I thought nothing lived in the waste,” Ciara said. “Look at all that grows. For that much life, there has to be water even before we reach what I sense.”

      “Yes, but how do we get down there? How will the village get down there?”
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* * *

      Night fell as Ciara and Fas continued to make their way along the ledge. It was such a sheer cliff that neither wanted to walk too closely to the drop-off. Heights didn’t necessarily bother her, but she didn’t have to work hard to imagine falling from the rock, tumbling through the air until the hot, hard ground welcomed her.

      As they walked, she strained to sense water. The distant sense that pulled them across the waste still called to her, but it seemed no closer. They would have to somehow scale this shelf for them to have a chance to reach it. Only, they had found no clear way to reach the ground. Perhaps if they had the shaping tricks of Ter, they might be able, but only Ter had warriors able to shape all the elements. Water wouldn’t allow them to fly, even were they to find enough to use.

      Fas had been silent for much of the past few hours. Ciara had shared her water with him, but both knew speaking too much wasted water. Only half her waterskin remained, and that was with her choosing to only moisten her lips, barely enough for her to keep going. Already they didn’t have enough water for both to return to the village. They’d found no other source, only the life so far below as to make it impossible to reach.

      A soft shuffling sound came from somewhere behind them. Ciara listened, shivering against the growing darkness, but the sound didn’t come again. Water sensing didn’t give her a picture of anything. Either Fas didn’t notice, or he was already too dehydrated to care.

      Both possibilities bothered her.

      Ciara touched Fas’s arm. “You need to return to the village,” she said, breaking the silence between them. The realization had been building the longer they followed the ledge and still hadn’t found any way to climb down. Even if they did, at this point it was probably too late for both of them to make it.

      “We both go.”

      She smiled, but in the darkness, he wouldn’t be able to see it. “We have enough water for one to make the return. You’ll be able to move faster. And I know there is something out there. I sense the water…”

      She could tell from Fas’s racing heart that he might not make it back across the dunes to the village. Though they hadn’t seen one of the dangerous linaas or heard the cry of one of the deadly chira, they knew the predators were out there. Both animals preferred to move in the dark, and both had better eyesight than humans possessed. Only water shaping would save them, but the longer they walked and the more dehydrated she became, she wondered what she would sense. Fas’s pulse had already started to sound fainter than it should. How much longer before she couldn’t sense him standing next to her? How could she expect to detect chira or linaas if she couldn’t even sense the nya’shin walking with her?

      “Water? Ciara, this was about getting our people to safety and then we’d find water.”

      Ciara looked away, back toward the rock wall that dropped away from them. “They’re the same. Without water, we can’t have safety.”

      He watched her for a long moment and then shook his head. “Then it should be you. You’re the daughter of the ala’shin, and you’re the only one able to sense water out here. I’ve been following your lead, Ciara.”

      “If I’m the only one able to find water, then it has to be me.” She didn’t want him to know that her sensing ability had started to fade. So far, she could still detect that distant source of water—she felt it more than anything else—but how much longer would that last?

      “You couldn’t even climb the tower. How do you think you can make it down this shelf?”

      “Neither can you. Not like this,” Ciara said. She shouldn’t embarrass him by reminding him how his heart raced or mentioning the thirst she sensed in him. “You’re nya’shin. And a water shaper. Whatever my father might claim—” and Ciara didn’t think he’d make any claim to her importance—“I think the rest of the village would argue that you are more valuable to its survival.”

      Fas clenched his jaw as if debating with himself, but then sighed. “I’ll go, but only because you’d have the best chance to reach water.”

      Ciara pulled her waterskin out from under her elouf and shook it. There might not even be enough for him to make it, but one of them had to try. The village had to know that the crossing might not only be dangerous, it might be pointless. She took a small drink, only enough to wet the inside of her mouth and her lips.

      “Give me yours,” she said. When Fas handed his waterskin to her, she poured barely more than a few mouthfuls of water into it, enough to last her a few more hours but probably not much more than that. She handed the rest to him. “Have the villagers wait. I’ll either find a way down or…”

      She couldn’t finish, and Fas didn’t need for her to. If she didn’t find a way down, and if she didn’t find a source to drink from, she wouldn’t be returning. She was nya’shin. That was the risk she agreed to take, the sacrifice she would make on behalf of her people. Her father would understand that.

      “Make me a promise,” Fas said. “If you can’t find a way down in the next few hours, you’ll start back toward the village. I’ll go back for water and return for you.”

      She considered how long it would take. They’d been gone most of the day and several hours into the night. No moon shone to give a sense of time; the Stormbringer had seen fit to test them during the black night, the time when the moon hid from view, leaving the sky darkened except for the stars twinkling overhead and shadows moving around them. Ciara figured there was probably only another hour before midnight. That meant the return, even if he went straight through, would take longer, especially fatigued and dehydrated. For Fas to reach her after making it to the village… It would be impossible for her to survive on only the water she had with her.

      Which meant she had to find something. Even if it meant coming across a plant like the dowa, one that stored enough water for her to make a few more steps.

      Fas stared at her and even in the darkness, his eyes begged in a way that his words did not.

      “I promise,” she said softly, hating the lie as it left her lips.

      It was a measure of how dry Fas had already become that he nodded, as if she would do nothing else.

      He took a small drink before attaching the waterskin back onto his belt. He pulled his shaisa veil over his mouth and let out a soft sigh. “You’ll reach water, Ciara. I know it.”

      She forced a tight smile as he turned and started back toward the village. As he did, she wondered if she would ever see him again.
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        We continue to discover elementals, some of great power. Not all can be seen like the draasin or saldam, which makes discovery more challenging. Some can even selectively reveal themselves, though the elementals generally prefer to maintain a separation from man. I have not determined what motivates the elementals to become involved.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The sounds of the night echoed around Ciara, surprising her with the vibrancy of life that existed this deep in the waste. The rocks caught the occasional howl, making it reverberate across the stone in a way that made her think a desert fox chased her. Maybe it did. The blasted sound had come every time she began to feel comfortable, setting her teeth on edge with each call. So far, she hadn’t sensed it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t nearby.

      With each passing hour, she felt increasingly drained, her ability to sense fading the farther she walked. She paused to count how many hours had gone by since Fas had left her and came up with three, maybe four. It couldn’t possibly be longer, could it? Daylight still hadn’t come and neither had the shimmering heat that would rise up with the coming day. At least with the cool night, she didn’t need to drink as much water.

      But with the night came the shifting shadows.

      Since Fas left, she’d felt increasingly uncomfortable. His presence had reassured her and without him, she hated the way the desert sounded around her. Every so often, she could swear something moved in the darkness but she never caught sight of anything.

      She still hadn’t found a way down from the rock ledge.

      The ground below beckoned, taunting her with the promise of life and water if only she could find some way to make it down the wall. So far, she’d come across no path, nothing that would allow all the wagons and the chemel to make it safely down, let alone the villagers, some too old to move quickly.

      Had she more energy, she would scream. Instead, she grunted to herself and gripped the shaft of her incomplete spear as she trudged onward, quietly praying that the Stormbringer would grant her protection in her travels.

      No, not protection. She needed water.

      But she didn’t sense anything. Only the distant awareness of the promise of enough water for the village, perhaps enough water they could stop wandering, but no sense of where the water existed. All the time she’d spent walking had left her feeling disoriented. Did she still travel south? She no longer knew. She might be able to return to the village, to use the sensing of the people to return, but it would not be easy. And she would need water first.

      She paused and licked the lip of the waterskin. She could still taste Fas’s breath on the bottle and hoped he had made it safely back to the village and given word to her father that they needed to remain where they were—maybe even return to the caves—and find a different source of water. Ciara didn’t want to be the death of the village, and if they followed her here, there was no way that she wouldn’t be. The village would reach this shelf and be stuck, the same as her.

      She stumbled and sprawled across the ground. The j’na went flying, torn from her hand, and she landed on top of her waterskin. She rolled, instinctively knowing to protect it. Holding it out from her, she studied the bottle but saw no sign of damage. With a sigh, she crawled to her knees and started toward her j’na.

      Her hand grew slick as she did and she frowned. Why should she be sweating?

      Horror dawned over her. Not sweat, but water seeping from her bottle.

      In a panic, she ran her tongue over the side of the waterskin, lapping at the moisture and pinching the skin to try to hold the remaining water inside. More pushed through a crack she couldn’t see.

      Blast this place. Even if the fox calling over the stone didn’t catch her, she’d damaged the only way to stay alive.

      Ciara pulled the top off the bottle and tipped back the remaining water, drinking slowly, and then, as she continued to feel dampness on her hand, with more abandon. She licked the remaining drops from the bottle, not wasting anything, and then placed the top back on her skin and tucked it into her pocket.

      What now?

      She was too far from the village to make it back. Moving along the face of the rock ledge offered no guarantee that she’d ever find anything different than what she’d seen so far. That left down, but there was no way to get there. Nothing but the sheer face of rock.

      Ciara stopped, running her fingers along the edge. The surface was irregular, and she thought she felt places that could serve as handholds on the other side, but would she be able to use it to make it down the wall? Would she slip as she had when trying to climb the finger of rock in the village?

      Had she water remaining, she wouldn’t even consider it.

      To the south, she knew the ledge to be continuous. She’d walked in that direction for hours. How much farther would it stretch north? Would it eventually allow her to reach the floor, or would it keep going, running all the way like this until she reached… Ter? Someplace else?

      Ciara closed her eyes, trying to decide. Doing nothing meant death. Moving north was uncertain, but likely meant death. Though dangerous, down was the only option where she had even a chance.

      Before doing anything else, she secured her j’na to her belt. If she survived, she wanted it with her. The sharp lump of glass she’d pulled from the ground near Eshan jabbed her in the waist, and she moved it so that it wouldn’t poke her as she descended. The wrap with the painful needles went into a back pocket.

      She clutched the rock and eased herself over the ledge.

      Her heart fluttered, and she paused long enough to gain control of it. Panic wouldn’t help, not with what she needed to do, not if she wanted to survive.

      Her feet kicked at the stone, and she slid them along the edge, searching for anyplace she might find purchase. For a moment, she feared she would find nothing. The rock was irregular and rough, but there seemed nothing large enough to hold. Then she found a small ledge with her left foot.

      Ciara lowered herself, sliding carefully down the rock.

      The ledge held. Breathing out a sigh of relief, she shifted her right foot until she found another ridge, this one narrower than the other, but pinned to the wall as she now was, it would have to work.

      Finding handholds was easier. Her hands were small but her grip was strong from years spent training and climbing the rocks around the village. Like most children, she’d spent time scaling the rock fingers scattered throughout the edge of Rens. She was able to squeeze narrow holds and managed to hang on to the wall.

      With each step she took, she feared falling. Fas wouldn’t be there for her this time. Ciara didn’t dare glance down, knowing the hard rock was far below her. When she’d made the first dozen steps, she realized she should have made the climb in the daylight. At least the early morning light. Waiting until midday would only have left her too thirsty to go on, and the hot sun would have baked her on the rock. But at night, she had to rely upon feel rather than on anything she could see.

      Each movement went carefully. First the sliding of a foot, clinging desperately to rock as she attempted to remain in place, then a shift of a hand before moving her other foot, and finally her remaining hand. Slowly, over and over, she descended.

      Then a foot slipped.

      Ciara grabbed at the wall, squeezing with fingers already bloodied by the rock. Her hands were all that held her in place, but that grip began to fail. She slid her legs along the stone, praying that she would find another place to lock her feet into place, but found none.

      Then her fingers began to slip.

      Ciara cried out, unable to stop herself.

      She pressed against the wall, hoping to cling to it as if she were some sort of spider. How much farther did she have to go? She didn’t dare look down; even that little movement might be enough to send her dropping into the abyss below. Her sandaled feet caught nothing, or when they did, stone broke free and cascaded down the side of the wall.

      She slipped.

      Frantically, she scrambled to reach for something to grip, rasping her hands as she scraped them against the wall, grabbing for anything.

      When she fell, her mind went blank.

      Ciara thought of all the people she would be letting down. Her father, wanting nothing more than for her to serve the village, pushing her to be nya’shin even though she had no ability to shape. She thought of Fas and hoped he made it to the village, hoped they knew better than to attempt crossing the heart of the waste. Doing so only put them in danger; no water would be found here. And the village itself, all the people she had grown up around who relied on her ability to find water. Now she would let them down, too. Perhaps she never deserved to be nya’shin. Perhaps Eshan and the others who claimed that without the ability to shape, she would never be useful to the village had been right.

      Then she struck the ground.

      The impact took the wind from her and her back hit first, sending her shaking. Pain surged through her. Ciara cried out and heard the way the sound echoed across the stone in the moments before she saw nothing more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18

        

        
          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Could it be that men do not intrigue the elementals? It is likely the draasin are not the only intelligent species, but none has ever revealed themselves in the same way as the draasin.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn sat among the tall pines and alder trees at the edge of the barracks, the wind gusting through their upper branches and sending twisting shadows crawling across the ground. They suited his mood. He could almost imagine the shadows creeping through his mind, matching the darkness that moved within him. His stomach ached slightly from the draasin injury, but that was more a memory of pain rather than real pain. It was the same each time he was injured by the draasin.

      In the distance, he heard the steady thumping of the larger creature against the stone of the pen. Were he to go there, slide his sword into its spine…

      Yet that was not what Alena wanted.

      She respected the creatures. They were powerful and clearly intelligent, but they were dangerous and deadly as well. Most in Ter wanted them dead, but not Alena. She would capture them, understand them. Control them.

      Did she think to ride them as well? Jasn had seen a few riders during his time in Rens. Such sightings were rare, but enough that he knew Rens had fighters capable of truly commanding the draasin. If Ter could manage the same… the war could finally be ended.

      Yet, Jasn had seen no sign that even those within the barracks knew enough about the draasin to control them. Hunt and capture, but control was something else.

      Too many questions remained, and he still felt like he’d learned so little while here. If Alena would teach, he might learn enough, but then that didn’t seem what she wanted either.

      With a shaping of wind, he followed the path to the camp the way that he did the very first day he arrived in the barracks with Lachen. At this time of evening, the camp began preparations to wind down. Smoke billowed from the end of one building near the middle of the camp. Cooks preparing the evening meal would be working within, sweating over fires as they roasted meats culled from the surrounding mountains, or boiled stew, or baked the hard, crusty bread that wasn’t quite as good as what he enjoyed in Atenas. There were the soft sounds of laughter down another street, and he saw Bayan walking arm in arm with another shaper, a man named Olin. They saw him and waved. Jasn waved back but avoided going to them. As he passed another street, he saw another group, this with nearly five men. He recognized only Thenas’s and Porter’s faces. Jasn didn’t wave, and they made no sign that they saw him anyway.

      He found his way to the pen. It wasn’t surprising, really, that he should come to this place. Since learning that draasin were kept here, he’d felt drawn to it and wanted nothing more than to destroy the creatures held inside. The draasin held in the barracks might not be the same one that killed Katya, but he could imagine they were, and it sent an angry rage racing through him, driving him to unsheathe his sword and slam it through the back of their skull on a shaping…

      “Why do you hate them?”

      Jasn spun to see Alena watching him, one hand resting on the pen. “I don’t hate them. They’re animals.”

      Alena traced a finger through the writing on the outside of the pen. Jasn still hadn’t learned the shaping to enter.

      “They’re not animals.”

      Jasn grunted. “Creatures that attack men and are dangerous. Sounds like animals to me.”

      “I don’t disagree, but they are different. Can the wolves that prowl these mountains control earth as they control fire?”

      “The wolves can kill as surely as the draasin. At least the wolves aren’t controlled by Rens, sent to attack our people, kill those we know and care about.”

      Alena paused in the tracing and met his eyes. “That’s what this is about for you, is it? That’s the reason he chose you? Who did you lose? A brother? A friend?”

      Jasn refused to answer. He wouldn’t speak about Katya, not to Alena. From what he’d seen, Alena almost believed the draasin deserved to be protected, not hunted the way that Lachen wanted. “If you respect them so much, why are you here?”

      Alena turned her eyes to the pen and rested her hands on it, leaning almost as if in prayer. “You can respect something and not wish to see it destroyed but still wish to keep your people safe.”

      Jasn laughed softly, kicking dirt toward the pen. “You think you can herd them away from the border? That your shapings can keep places like Lith and Wessen safe?” They’d been the first cities devastated.

      “As one of the order, isn’t that your task?”

      Jasn shrugged. “That’s my task,” he agreed, “and my commander has given me a way to do it, only you refuse to teach me.”

      Alena slapped the stone, sending a soft tremble through it. Jasn hadn’t even felt her shaping. “Refuse? Is that what you believe? Then you haven’t been paying attention. I’ve done nothing but work with you, to try to show you what you will need when facing the draasin. What do you think all this has been about?”

      Jasn stared at her. Had she attempted to teach him?

      And if she could, there was so much that he could learn. He believed that she possessed shaping skill he did not, and wanted to learn from her.

      He couldn’t believe what he prepared to say next. He was a warrior of the order, trained by some of the most skilled shapers in Ter, but here he was, feeling as unskilled as when he’d first gone to Atenas, at least compared to the profound competence he saw from Alena. If he didn’t learn, he would never accomplish the task that Lachen had sent him here for. “Listen, I’ll do what you ask. I’ll follow your instruction. Teach me.”

      She tipped her head as if listening to something only she could hear before nodding. “I’ll make no promises.” She tapped the stone pen again and then started away.

      “Will you still work with me?”

      “Tomorrow,” she called over her shoulder without looking back. “If you fail again, I’m done with you.”

      Jasn watched her until she disappeared behind a nearby building. He sighed, leaning against the stone of the pen, and tapped his hand lightly on it. Energy radiated from the stone, but there was no sense of the rumbling that he’d detected when Alena slapped it. Even were he to learn that trick, the way to hide his shaping so that other warriors didn’t know when he shaped, it would be valuable.

      He sighed. As he did, he thought he felt a surge of fire through the stone, and jumped back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They were near the outskirts of Masul, a small village near the base of the Gholund Mountains. It was a logging town, a place where hardworking men felled trees, sending them down the wide Holad River to the mill in Masul. Sawdust filled the air, leaving the crisp scent of cut wood mixing with pine from cut branches hanging over everything and reminding him of his childhood.

      “Why are we here?” he asked, shifting his belt and feeling uncomfortable. She had told him to come dressed appropriately but hadn’t given any advice on what that meant or where they were going, forcing him to pack a small sack with a change of clothes. Jasn refused to grumble, not willing to do anything that might set Alena off.

      Alena was dressed differently today and wore a plain brown dress that accented her curves in a way that drew his eye. The black cloak draped over her shoulders hid her sword, making her look no different than any other traveler that would come through here. Only, that wasn’t quite true. With her long brownish blond hair and tanned face, she didn’t fit with the dark-haired, light-skinned people of Masul, not as Jasn would.

      “We’re here to see if you can save these people from danger.”

      Jasn smiled before realizing that Alena wasn’t kidding. “You placed one of the draasin here?”

      She shrugged. “You’ve failed in your previous lessons and wanted another chance. This is your chance.”

      Jasn stared toward the town, wondering where she might have left the creature. Even chained, it was still dangerous. The attempt he’d made on it had proven that as well as anything Alena had ever told him. Bound to the ground with the stone chains, the damn thing might not be able to fly, but that wouldn’t stop it from snapping its terrible jaws at the wrong person or breathing fire and consuming its victim no differently than it had done with Katya.

      Nothing in the town told him anything was amiss. People moved in the streets, men pushed logs along the shore with long poles, guiding them to the far end of town toward the mill, and children ran, high voices catching the wind, carrying the joy of their chase to him, joy that would be ended the moment the draasin showed itself.

      Jasn turned to Alena, rage building in him. “Where did you leave the creature?”

      Her face fell into a flat mask. “Careful, Warrior Volth.”

      “No. If you’ve left one of the draasin, even chained, in that town, we need to remove it. Now.”

      She started away from him. Jasn grabbed for her arm, but she shook him off. “No,” she said, “you need to find the danger. You’d better hurry, because it feels like it’s getting warmer.”

      Jasn ran to keep up with her. “Damn you, woman! Does Lachen know this is how you teach?”

      “The commander doesn’t run the barracks,” she reminded him.

      She continued onward to town. Jasn stared after her for a moment, anger coursing through him before he tried to tamp it down. He needed to do something before anyone was hurt. Afterward, he could go to Cheneth and share with the scholar the way that Alena intended to teach him. Surely he would have something to say about putting an entire town in danger.

      The air did seem to be getting warmer, but Jasn didn’t know if that was only his imagination. If it wasn’t, then the draasin would make itself known soon. How well would the stone chains hold? Would they be secure enough to keep it in place even when attacking others? Draasin were creatures of fire, with power greater than he could control—why should simple stone chains be enough to bind them in place?

      He had to act. Jasn might not know enough about tracking draasin in the mountains, but he wasn’t incapable and was better prepared to face them than anyone living in Masul. And he’d faced draasin often enough before, hadn’t he?

      Damn that woman.

      Alena had reached the town and still hadn’t bothered to look back at him, as if unconcerned about the death she might unleash were the draasin to manage to get free.

      Jasn paused near a cluster of trees to hide his pack—there would be no changing today—before jogging toward Masul. He slid his sword to the side but held the hilt he’d carved, taking deep breaths to calm himself as he reached the outskirts of the town. When he found it, would Alena even bother to help, or had she decided that this trial was up to him alone?

      He didn’t have the answer and had lost her along the street.

      Pausing near a small house with a thin trail of smoke spiraling into the sky, he sensed. Earth came first, and he detected the subtle energy all around him, the pressure of each footstep passing across the ground, the hundreds of people living in Masul. There were animals there as well: some dogs, likely kept as pets; a few cats chasing vermin or lounging in the rising sun; even birds chirping overhead, perched on branches or just flying above them. There was no sense of the draasin.

      Jasn hadn’t really expected to detect it this way. Alena had made the point that earth sensing wouldn’t always help and had forced him to use other senses to reach for the draasin when she’d blocked earth and water from him. Would wind work now?

      He reached for the wind, feeling for each breath as it moved through him, the way it played over his skin, the way it tugged at his cloak and hair. With the connection made, he stretched outward with it, listening for disruptions in it as others breathed it in. Jasn focused on each breath he detected on the wind, from the light touch of a child to the deeper breathing of the men working the logs, racing along the shore, but found no sign of the draasin’s breath. He continued to listen, but the wind would grant him no answers.

      He refused water. That left fire.

      Jasn was skilled with fire—to be raised to the order, one had to demonstrate skill shaping each of the elements—but he wasn’t certain how to use fire to detect it. Through fire, he could detect the change in heat around him, the way the sun burned across his skin, the bloom of heat where each person stood, but Alena had also shown him that the creatures could mask their heat, hiding from him. Fire would be of no use other than to confirm that the air was growing warmer.

      No sensing would help him, and he saw no sign of Alena.

      If sensing failed, would a shaping help?

      But what shaping should he use? Wind and fire had been the elements Alena chose not to hide from him, but had that been because they were most useful or because she hadn’t the ability to mask them the same way she could with the others?

      “Warrior?” a tentative voice asked him.

      Jasn looked up, pulled from his thoughts to see a young man standing in the shadows of a nearby house. The man touched a hand to his short, cropped hair and tugged on the loose shirt he wore, stained with soot. His other hand held a glob of maroon wax, not yet formed.

      Jasn’s hand went to his sword before he caught himself. He was here to protect those of this town, not attack them, regardless of the foolishness of Alena’s plan.

      “Is there anything I can do to be of assistance?” the man asked.

      “No, I…” Something about the man was familiar, though Jasn couldn’t place a finger on why that should be.

      The man stepped forward, now rolling the wax between his hands, forming it into a ball. Streaks of color swirled through it. “It’s just that we don’t often see warriors here in Masul.” He said the name of the village with a harder accent than Jasn would expect this far north. “And I wanted to know if there might be anything I could do to help.”

      The man continued to hold the wax in his hand, rolling it over and over. Jasn found his eyes drawn to it, wondering what the man was doing and why he’d interrupt a member of the order, especially if he recognized him. Most within Ter avoided those of the order, though most never stared at him with eyes that seemed too wide and hands coated in a strange maroon wax.

      Jasn took a step back and cursed himself for losing track of what had brought him here. Alena had loosed one of the draasin on the town, and he needed to find it before it attacked. Rather than searching for it, he instead stood talking to a candlemaker who had forgotten to leave his waxes in his shop.

      “Thank you for the offer, but I’m—”

      A surge of light exploded from the lump of wax.

      It struck Jasn, and drops of hot, melted wax burned his arm. Jasn grunted, wrapping a shaping of earth around him, drawing the ground up and around him in a tight mound.

      He used the connection to earth to reach for the man. Not a candlemaker then, but something else. Jasn didn’t know what he might be and had never seen anything quite like that before, never seen anyone use wax. Then there was his accent. Whoever the man was, he didn’t come from Ter, but it was different than even Rens.

      Jasn pushed out with earth, letting fragments of the shaping he’d used for protection turn into something else. He heard a grunt, and the air became hot, sizzling like grease in a pot. A shaping built, but this time, Jasn was prepared and pushed against it.

      The shaping eased, and with a sweep of wind and a shaping of earth, Jasn settled the ground, smoothing it as much as possible back to what it had been. As the shaping cleared, he looked for signs of the man but saw nothing.

      Maroon wax splattered the walls of the homes around him, still sizzling softly. Jasn pulled the heat from the wax, straining more than he should with a fire shaping. Convinced the man was gone, he slipped between a pair of buildings, looking for Alena. She needed to know about the attack. And he still hadn’t discovered where she’d hidden the draasin.

      Farther into the town, no one seemed to have realized what had happened. Everyone went about their usual activities as if nothing were different. Not only had he been attacked, but a draasin was in the city. How could they remain so calm?

      Near the river, he found Alena. She leaned against a tall oak tree, chewing on a lump of bread, watching the logs as men poled them downstream. When she saw him, she finished her bite and tipped her head.

      “Find it?”

      “No. And if the draasin is going to attack…” He lowered his voice as he looked at the men working along the river. He didn’t want to frighten anyone more than necessary, and mentioning it would be a sure way to raise concern. “We need to get it from the city. Whatever lesson you’re trying to teach me, you can’t want Masul attacked.”

      Alena pushed away from the tree and started down the river. Jasn chased after her, the familiar surge of frustration rising within him at her lack of an answer. From the way she walked, it seemed she intended to simply leave Masul, risking a draasin attack on the people here. Jasn jumped in front of her, not willing to share that risk.

      “Warrior Volth,” she started, “you will move from my path.”

      “Not until you help me find it. You’ve proved your point. I couldn’t find it. I searched, but as far as I could tell, there is no draasin here.”

      She sniffed. “Of course not. Why would I bring one of the training draasin somewhere others could be hurt?”

      Jasn nearly stumbled as Alena made her way down the stream. She pulled her cloak around her shoulders, and the tip of her sword dipped below the hem of the cloak.

      “But you said—”

      “I said you needed to find the threat in Masul. There wasn’t one.”

      Jasn tipped his head. “No draasin?”

      Alena smiled darkly and seemed to see the burns on his clothing for the first time. “What happened?”

      “I was attacked. A man with wax—”

      She started forward, into Masul, a sweep of a shaping radiated from her. “Wax?” she said, turning to Jasn.

      “What is it? Who was he?”

      Alena’s brow furrowed into a troubled expression. “I don’t know. Probably nothing.” The tone of her voice said that was unlikely.

      “Do you know where he went?”

      Jasn swallowed and wiped his hands down his shirt. “I… I lost him after the attack.”

      Alena sighed. “We should return. Cheneth can send a report and the order can investigate.”

      “We’re of the order.”

      “Not right now, we’re not. We study at the behest of the scholars.”

      As they made their way up the slope of the mountain, Jasn had the sense that someone watched him, but earth sensing didn’t reveal anything, and every shaping he tried failed, much like it failed when he tried to shape with Alena.
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        The shapers of Atenas had once studied the elements, but the war shifted their focus from discovery to defense. This had the added effect of limiting exploration. They had reached Tsanth, but had never ventured beyond the waste. This cannot have been coincidence.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn waited outside Cheneth’s dorm while Alena reported, still without answers about what had happened in Masul. Alena seemed to know more than she let on, but that had been the case since he had first come to the barracks. He was debating mentioning something to Wyath, or even Cheneth, when Cheneth’s door slammed open and Alena stormed out, pulling her braid into place as she did. One hand hovered over the hilt of her sword, and her jaw clenched.

      She glanced over at him. “Take the rest of the day. Work on fire today,” she said and hurried away.

      Jasn didn’t have the chance to even say anything in response.

      He stood uncertainly in the street. Bolston and Geoff, two other students, passed him and nodded, but neither stopped to speak to him. They were students of Marti, an older woman with jet-black hair, her skin so deeply bronzed that she could have come straight from Rens. Jasn rarely saw her around the barracks. Like many of the instructors, she was aloof. The only one who’d ever given him much time had been Wyath.

      Jasn made his way through the barracks, stopping at the small stream near the edge of the outpost. In the distance, he heard the clang of swords as two warriors worked. He had a moment where he longed to join them, but that wasn’t why he was here. Then again, he wasn’t entirely sure why he was here, not anymore.

      “You seem upset.”

      Jasn turned back to see Wyath emerging from the trees. His limp seemed worse today than usual, and Jasn wondered what the old warrior had done that had exacerbated his injury.

      “Not upset, just conflicted.”

      “Focus on one task at a time,” Wyath said and waved for him to follow.

      They made their way through the heart of the barracks, taking the street that Lachen had led him along when he first arrived. The sound of swords followed them as they walked.

      Wyath stopped near the pen Jasn had helped him shape. He tapped the side and pressed a focused shaping of earth into one of the letters. As the doorway opened, Wyath hung half in the pen, a shaping of water and earth rolling off him.

      “You know, of those who come here, only about one in ten makes it far enough to even stand in front of the draasin. Most others decide they want nothing of it, that the order could use them better back in Atenas or out in Rens. Doesn’t make you less of a shaper.” Wyath glanced toward the pen. “Some don’t survive. This isn’t easy, what we do here. But it’s worth it. Ter is stronger for what we do.”

      “Why restrict it? Why not teach it to all members of the order?” Jasn had wondered at that since learning the depths of Alena’s ability. Being able to mask her shaping had significant benefits, but she also managed to use shaping in ways that Jasn had never seen. Wouldn’t the order be stronger if all knew what she did?

      “Not all can learn,” Wyath said. “Some barely reach shaping enough to be raised, while others spend too much of their focus with only one of the elements. What we do here requires focus in each of the elements. That’s why Alena has been forcing you to stretch yourself. If you don’t reach balance, you won’t be able to understand the draasin well enough to be successful here.”

      The way Wyath spoke about them reminded Jasn of Alena, but then, that only made sense. Alena had trained under Wyath and would have a similar view. Besides, Jasn had the impression that Wyath had been hunting the draasin for a very long time.

      “It’s different than in Atenas. There, when you fail with your training, you get another chance. Here, if you make a mistake, it might be the last one you make.”

      Jasn touched his stomach where the draasin had attacked. It was one of dozens he’d sustained. Each had healed the same.

      Wyath lingered, still straddling the doorway. Heat drifted out of the open door, and Jasn heard the sound of the draasin’s heavy breathing but didn’t know if the beast slept or if it only sounded like it did.

      “What else troubles you?”

      He debated sharing before deciding to tell him what happened. “Alena brought me to Masul today.”

      Wyath’s eyes narrowed slightly, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes deepening. “Masul? That part of your training?”

      Hearing the surprise in Wyath’s voice only made Jasn more uncomfortable with what had happened. “She brought me there to learn to search for danger. I thought…” He didn’t want to finish. Admitting to Wyath that he’d believed Alena might loose one of the draasin on the town for training made him feel even more foolish now that he’d had time to think about it. Of course she wouldn’t do something so reckless.

      Wyath smiled. “Thought she might leave it there for you to find?”

      Jasn nodded.

      “Don’t worry. That test comes soon enough.”

      Wyath started to duck into the pen when Jasn grabbed his shoulder. In spite of his age, the man was well muscled and stronger than Jasn would have expected.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Wyath shrugged. “All part of learning. That’s why we’re here. Need to understand how to find one of these beasts when others are in danger. Especially when others are in danger.” He turned away and started into the pen but paused. “What did you find, then?”

      “I don’t really know. A man with a ball of wax found me on the street. The wax exploded and he disappeared.” Jasn rubbed his arms at the memory of the wax splattering him.

      “Wax?” Wyath asked.

      “Does that mean something?”

      The old man shook his head. “Not to me, but you need to talk to Cheneth. Scholars hear more than I do.”

      Jasn started into the pen after Wyath. “Alena seemed to know something about it. She went to Cheneth when we returned.”

      “Best he knows. If Rens sent men across the border to attack like that…” He shrugged and ducked into the pen, leaving Jasn to debate whether to follow.

      If he was expected to get comfortable around the draasin, he needed to learn what the others did. And Wyath never seemed to object to his presence.

      The inside of this pen was different than the other Jasn had been in. He might have helped shape the stone and kept the massive creatures from destroying the pen, but he hadn’t seen the inside. While the other was a plain circular pen with a ceiling barely a fist above the top of his head, this one stepped down as if it was partially buried in the ground. The floor consisted of stone so smooth as to be almost like glass.

      Jasn wondered if it might not be glass, or at least sand heated over time by the draasin to the point that it had become no different than glass. Warriors attacked by draasin in Rens often came back with glass, and it was prized for how hard it was. It could be sharpened and rarely lost an edge. Some made swords out of the glass, though Jasn wasn’t sure he’d trust something like that.

      Wyath lit two recessed lanterns on either wall, sending a soft white light around the pen. The draasin hung from stone chains attached to massive loops of iron embedded in one wall. Another chain wrapped around its head, keeping its mouth closed. Long fangs jutted past the lower jaw, and the sharp spikes all along the head and back made him leery.

      “Do you feed it?” he asked.

      Wyath paused as he approached and made a point of looking at Jasn. “You’ve seen the way they attack and you’re worried about it eating?”

      “I thought the purpose was to study them. Can’t study if they’re dead.”

      Wyath grunted. “True enough. Draasin don’t have to feed often, so we choose not to. Starving them like this weakens them a little, makes them more pliable. This girl probably ate before we captured her. Would explain why it was so hard to calm her at first.”

      “How do you know it’s a she?”

      Wyath pointed toward the tail. “Barbs. Three for male, two for female.”

      Jasn studied the spikes on the end of the tail. As Wyath said, there were two of them, both of nearly equal size and both as long as his forearm. If swung at him, one of those would pierce flesh with enough force to rip him apart. No shaping would save him then.

      Wyath tapped his thigh as he approached, one hand raised much like when Alena went toward them. “Make sure you hold their focus,” Wyath said. “Make them know you’re there and that you aren’t afraid of them. Don’t move too fast, and hold earth and water ready. You should be using water to soothe as you approach and holding earth for strength.”

      Wyath reached the chain and ran his hand along it. “Now, the chains hold enough earth presence within them, but you can always push in more if you need to. Keeps them from moving. See this?” he asked, pulling on one of the chains hanging from the wall. “Keeps its wings wrapped. Wrap the wings and you can counter the fire. Need chains for both sides to control it. We wrap the mouth to keep ourselves safe.”

      Jasn stepped forward, building a shaping of earth and water as he tried to mimic the one Wyath had created. “Is this the shaping Rens uses?”

      Wyath shook his head. “Don’t know. Never found any who claim that ability.”

      “Do you think we can ever learn to control the draasin?” Jasn let water build from him first, using one of the first shapings he’d been taught while in Atenas. All who could work with water were expected to know how to use it to create calm. A shaping like that was incredibly useful, especially since most shapers and warriors eventually served as soldiers. If you could subdue your enemy with water, you wouldn’t have to attack with anything else.

      When he settled the shaping on the draasin, he felt resistance, as if it shaped against him. They were creatures of fire, not of water, but why then would the draasin push against him with what seemed like water?

      Jasn pulled with greater strength, forcing the connection to water. He wasn’t a weak shaper in any element, certainly not in water, and managed to draw enough power to overcome the resistance and slam the shaping into place.

      The draasin’s eyes went wide and it breathed out a hot breath of steam.

      “Easier than that unless you want to feel its anger,” Wyath suggested. “They’ll fight you, but you’ll learn that the more you press, the easier it gets. You don’t have to force it with them, just create a shaping with enough strength to slowly ease past their defenses. If you need to, that’s why you shape earth.”

      Jasn pulled on a shaping of earth, mixing it with water, and found that it came easier. Used like that, he wouldn’t need to push quite so hard.

      “Now, when you want to take the chain, you’re already holding on to earth. You only have to add what you’ve already drawn and mix earth into the strength binding the chain. It pulls on the draasin, keeps it from fighting you too much.”

      Wyath reached for the draasin and ran his hand along its scaled side. “This one wants to fight. You can feel it, can’t you?”

      Jasn realized that he could feel the draasin’s aggression. It was controlled energy coiled within the beast, and he feared that the moment he released his shaping, it would snap back on him and the creature would lunge. How did Wyath feel comfortable enough to actually touch it? It was bad enough when Jasn stood away from her.

      “But she’s nothing like she was. You were there when Alena and Calan brought her in. And with me the next day. This,” he said, patting the side of the draasin, “this comes from the weeks spent shaping her. Pretty soon, there won’t be much fight left. Then we can really begin working with her.”

      The comment startled Jasn so much that he lost control of his shaping. The draasin’s eyes flicked to him and she started to lunge, but Wyath was there, holding her in place.

      “Working with her? As in training?”

      “I suspect that’s Cheneth’s goal, but we haven’t found one we can train. We try young and old, but so far nothing has worked. Eventually, we’ll get there.”

      A commotion in the street outside drew Jasn’s attention. Someone shouted, and he heard boots racing past and then another shout. He turned toward the door to the pen, wondering what might be happening.

      As he turned, heat surged, and Wyath grunted. The ground rumbled as the draasin jerked on her chains, sending Jasn sprawling forward.

      He glanced back to see Wyath lying next to the draasin, the chain on top of him. The creature had somehow pulled on the chain and sent Wyath to the ground. A soft moan came from him and the draasin strained again, twisting her head toward the old warrior, her tail already starting to swing.

      Jasn shaped water, augmenting it with earth like Wyath had instructed, and slammed the shaping atop the draasin. It was meant to be a calming shaping, and were Jasn less concerned with reaching Wyath than crafting his shaping, he might have eased it atop the draasin like the other man had suggested, but Jasn wanted to save Wyath.

      The draasin spun toward him and her tail came around, catching Wyath in the chest. Blood exploded away from him and Wyath grunted.

      Jasn unsheathed his sword and reached for another shaping, this one drawing on everything he’d ever learned. The shaping slipped over the draasin, this time without the same sense of resistance as before. The draasin breathed out in a huff and then settled her head to the ground. After what had happened, he should slide his sword into her neck, but Wyath needed him.

      Jasn reached the chains and heaved them off Wyath with a shaping of earth. He grabbed the man and dragged him away from the draasin, backing from it as he went, careful to keep his eyes fixed on the creature. It wasn’t until he reached the steps that he looked down to lift Wyath.

      His other training kicked in, and he noted the crushed chest and the way blood bubbled from a hole near his shoulder. His wrist was broken as well.

      He pulled Wyath from the pen and set him on the street. If he didn’t act quickly, Wyath wouldn’t survive, but it had been a long time since he had healed anyone other than himself.

      The shaping came slowly, building rapidly. He healed the ribs first and then drew the flesh around his chest closed. Only then did he fix Wyath’s wrist. The wounds were extensive, but not beyond a skilled healer, and Jasn had been much more than simply a skilled healer before he’d ever learned to kill.

      Once the injuries stabilized, Jasn lifted Wyath and ran with him down the street. The older man was limp, arms hanging loosely to the side. With a healing like Jasn had used, Wyath would at best be fatigued for days. If he recovered. Jasn had learned healing from one of the more accomplished healers in Atenas, had become an accomplished healer himself, but that didn’t mean he could heal everything.

      Wyath moaned as Jasn brought him down the street. Every step seemed more jarring than usual, and the old man grunted at times. Sweat dripped down Jasn’s brow. He considered taking a moment to use another water shaping, but there wasn’t much need. From what he could tell, Wyath was stable.

      The barracks had a simple infirmary. Wyath himself had shown it to Jasn when he first arrived. He hadn’t expected to need it, at least not for himself.

      As he neared the infirmary, Wyath moaned again.

      “Easy,” Jasn said to him.

      “Cheneth,” Wyath mumbled.

      “Scholars can’t make sure you survive,” Jasn said.

      Wyath blinked his eyes open and fixed Jasn with more strength than he would have expected, given the severity of Wyath’s injury. “Take. Me. To. Cheneth.” Each word seemed a struggle, but he kept his eyes open as he spoke.

      “Fine,” Jasn said, heading toward Cheneth’s quarters. As he did, the noise near the edge of the barracks got even louder, and he wondered what about the commotion he had heard that would make Wyath want to go to the scholar rather than a healer.
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        Little is truly known about the connection between the elements and the elementals. Even the Wise do not fully understand the connection. The college has long theorized that they are different ends of the same spectrum of power, especially knowing what we do of darkness and light.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      A rough scratching at her face jolted Ciara awake.

      She blinked, surprised that she still lived. The sun was bright and hot overhead, nearly to midday, she figured. The stink of blood filled her nostrils and mixed with the hard earth her face rested on. She tried moving, but her body didn’t respond. Nothing worked as it should, and she knew only pain. And the blasted sand scratched at her face.

      No, not sand, she realized. A long, slender lizard ran its tongue across its lips before leaning toward her and bringing that tongue nearer. When it touched her face, fire burned through her, reminding her of the plant barbs she’d pocketed. Did the blasted lizard intend to eat her while she was still alive?

      She tried kicking at it, but her legs refused to work. That terrified her, but not so much as having a lizard eat her face while she watched.

      A part of her recognized that it was not one of the venomous linaas lizards, but she didn’t recognize this creature beyond the fact that it continued to lick at her face. She blinked and managed to work enough moisture into her mouth to spit. The lizard backed up a step and tipped its head, regarding her with wide yellow eyes. Then it darted toward her arms.

      Ciara managed to make a sound, but nothing more than a grunt.

      She felt the lizard as it licked along her arm, doing the same as it had done to her face. It would have been better had she been immobilized and numb, but she felt everything. Her arm burned where the creature touched her, as if it peeled away flesh with each lashing of its tongue. Fire ran through her arm, up into her neck, where it met the fire in her face from the lizard’s previous licks. After a while, Ciara felt nothing other than the fire.

      Maybe that was a blessing. She smelled blood but thought it was in her nostrils, not from the flesh the lizard had torn from her arms. Maybe it was better that she didn’t know if the lizard was truly ripping pieces off her.

      With great effort, she managed to slide her arm and flick it at the lizard. The creature scurried back, watching her with its strange, wide-eyed stare, and then it darted toward her legs.

      Fire began again, washing from her feet up to her thighs, where it met the pain she already had. Now her entire body burned, practically consumed by invisible flame.

      She fought, but she could only fight for so long.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When she blinked her eyes open again, the sun set toward the top of the rock overhead, putting her in shade. Everything hurt as it had when she first came around, but differently. The fire had eased back, though she still felt it like a simmering flame burning just beneath the surface of her skin. Or maybe it came from the lizard leaving her without skin.

      She groaned and tried to roll, this time finding that she could. Now on her stomach, she craned her neck and saw the massive wall of rock stretching high overhead. How far had she fallen? Not far enough to kill her—though that might have been a blessing—but far enough that she wouldn’t survive it anyway.

      Stormbringer, but her mouth felt dry. She stuck her tongue out and licked at her lips. When it touched her skin, it felt much like when the lizard had been licking, leaving her mouth afire.

      Ciara gasped, sucking in a breath of hot, stagnant air that even the shade of the rock couldn’t ease.

      A soft scratching sound caused her to roll her head to the side. She couldn’t move quickly had she wanted to, and even the small effort that motion required made her dizzy.

      The lizard crouched, watching her. Blasted creature.

      “Haven’t you taken enough?” Ciara spat. With her dry tongue, the words came out garbled, but what did that matter to the lizard?

      The lizard started toward her, moving with a swaying gait that left its belly shifting, almost like it was some sort of snake on legs. Ciara took a pinch of rock in her battered hands and threw it toward the lizard.

      The creature stopped and regarded her for a moment with its yellow eyes and then scampered past her, disappearing into the shadows.

      Ciara breathed out a sigh of relief. At least she could move now, but what did that matter if she had nothing to drink? The waterskin was damaged, the water gone. Drinking the remaining water in the skin might have saved her as she baked on the ground, but all it had done was prolong her suffering.

      Unless she could reach one of the plants. If it stored water like a dowa, she might be able to get enough to… what? Crawl to the next plant? And then what would she do? Now that she had reached the bottom of the shelf, she was trapped here, and unless there was a way back to the top of the ridge, she was separated from the village, possibly for good.

      What had she been thinking? She should have returned to the village with Fas.

      She closed her eyes. It might be better if she simply lay on the rock and let the Stormbringer claim her. At least then this would be over and she wouldn’t have to suffer any longer.

      A rough scratching at her face came and she snapped her eyes open. A lizard—probably the same one—crouched next to her, licking at her face with his long, rough tongue.

      Ciara jerked her head back and pushed away from the creature. The blasted lizard wouldn’t even let her lie there and die like she wanted.

      With a great effort, she crawled to her knees. Pain shot through her, but less than she would have expected from the fall. Hadn’t she broken anything? The cracked rock beneath her told of a significant impact, but how was it that she managed to move? Unless the rock in this part of the waste was so fragile that it cushioned her blow and allowed her to escape injury. Given the way she’d fallen, she almost believed it, except the shelf had held her for a while.

      She managed to sit and looked up at the wall, trying to determine how far she might have fallen. Nearly fifty feet overhead, a section of the wall had broken free, but Ciara didn’t know if that had been from her climbing or not. Falling from that height would surely have killed her, or left her with something broken at least. Wouldn’t it?

      She stretched her arms out and looked for the first time at her skin to see where the lizard had licked her. A thick, pasty crust coated her exposed arms, and as she looked, she found the same on her legs. Had the blasted lizard intended to eat her or bake her?

      Ciara started to peel it off, but searing pain shot through her. She jerked her hand away. She’d need to soften it first before she could remove it, but that meant finding water. And if she did find water, she couldn’t risk contaminating it with whatever the lizard had spit on her.

      Standing took more energy than she realized she had left.

      Ciara groaned, her thick voice matching the deep pain in her back and legs that cried out as she stood. The lizard watched her as she made her way to her feet. She leaned on her thighs, catching her breath, and studied the creature for the first time.

      Its scaled sides were a deep gray, but whorls of silvery blue started on each flank and spiraled toward its thick tail. The entire creature was longer than her leg, but it hugged the ground, coming barely to her knee. Ciara had never seen anything like it.

      She started north, and the lizard scampered in front of her, blocking her way. Stopping, she glared at the lizard and pointed a finger at it. “If you wanted to eat me, you missed your chance,” she mumbled.

      The lizard swished its tail.

      Ciara changed direction, angling south. Now that she was down on the flats, did it matter which way she went? She’d sensed water when above and on the shelf, but with as dry as she was, she couldn’t really tell which direction she needed to go.

      The lizard scampered around her, moving lightly across the rock, its belly sliding in the way that had reminded her of a snake.

      “Blast you!” she said, scratching at the thick crust on her arm. Even touching what the lizard had licked left her arm feeling uncomfortable. She didn’t dare try peeling it away again.

      She turned and this time was facing the wall. She took a step and the lizard moved in front of her again.

      “What then? You don’t want me going north or south, and I can’t climb the wall! What direction do you want me to go?” she snapped. It was a measure of the heat and her exhaustion that she was talking to a lizard.

      But to her surprise, it circled around her and started across the hot flat, pausing to look at her with its wide yellow eyes as if asking her to follow.

      Ciara glanced up at the wall and the spot so high overhead that she would have fallen from. She should have died in the landing. The lizard could have eaten her when she had fallen, but instead it had licked this… She looked at her arms, wanting to scratch the thick, pale crust off them, whatever it was. If it had wanted to harm her, it would have by now.

      Then what did it want? It couldn’t expect her to follow.

      The lizard stopped and turned around, blinking once.

      Stormbringer! Did it want her to follow?

      Ciara scanned the immediate area. From above, there had been plants scattered all around, but now that she was down on the plain, she saw no sign of any vegetation. Maybe she’d fallen where they didn’t grow.

      To survive, she’d have to find a source of water. Tired and dehydrated, she couldn’t sense it. Without any plants to search, she had few options.

      Shaking her head at what she was doing, she started after the lizard.
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        Elementals are rarely altruistic.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara sat in a heap, head hung forward. Sweat poured off her face, and she didn’t attempt to wipe it away. Her body ached, pains that hadn’t been there even a few moments ago surging through her, leaving her legs throbbing and her arms stiff. This was the end, she knew. Without water and without any way to go on, she would die under the hot sun.

      Only, it was no longer quite so hot. The sun drifted back toward the horizon, leaving her staring at the flat expanse of rock. Once she’d descended from the shelf, the ground had been almost impossibly flat, as if the Stormbringer had come through with a broom and swept the earth, leaving nothing but cracks across the plain.

      It wasn’t that nothing grew. In the time since she’d set out after the strange lizard, she’d seen dozens of plants, all with the same dangerous barbs that Fas had triggered. The lizard brushed against them as it passed, almost as if intentionally triggering the barbs, but that was unlikely. There must be another reason for the lizard to do that, but she hadn’t discovered it yet.

      She sat alone. The lizard had continued onward, as if finally oblivious to the fact that she’d fallen and couldn’t go on. Or maybe it had gone to get friends, and they’d eat her together.

      Ciara laughed, thinking how she might have made it easier for the lizards to devour her.

      When she realized that she was laughing by herself, she only laughed harder. It was lack of water, she knew, but it didn’t make her laugh any less.

      How long had she been out in the basin? Ciara no longer was certain of days, or time, other than the setting of the sun. It felt like she’d been crawling across the flat expanse of rock for ages. Only one time had she found a thick, waxy-leaved plant with any supply of water. Not dowa—this was nothing like the dowa plants she knew—but she’d peeled away the skin and sucked the trickle of moisture she’d managed to reach.

      The farther she went on the plain, the more she began to imagine shapes and shadows sliding around her, even in the daylight. Each time she turned her head, only to find nothing there. At first she thought it tricks of the light, or creatures that scurried away too quickly for her to see, but the farther she went, and the more dehydrated she became, she began to suspect it all came from lack of water.

      She stared across the plain. What did the village think about her now that she was missing? What would they do? They had receded as far as possible from Rens and had finally been willing to risk crossing the waste, but now even that was closed to them. Where would they go now?

      Nowhere. The village would die. Ciara wouldn’t be strong enough to save them. No one was strong enough to save them.

      She let out a frustrated sigh.

      In the distance, the shadows shifted again. Ciara shivered, hating the solitude of the night.

      For a moment, she thought she saw a figure standing distantly, the silver light of the moonlight catching a fluttering cloak, but then it was gone.

      Ciara rose to her knees. If there were someone else out here, they could help. There would be water.

      She staggered across the rock. Every so often, she saw the shadowy figure, a shadow man who seemed to draw her forward but never risked getting too close. She didn’t even know if the person was real. If he was, she couldn’t blame him for not keeping his distance. She wouldn’t have either, not without knowing what was out there.

      If not for her desperation, she wouldn’t risk following him. The person could be a shaper of Ter or only her imagination.

      Then she stumbled and fell. She didn’t bother standing. A part of her hoped the shadow man would come to help and maybe bring water, or safety, but no one came.

      She drifted, her mind wandering.

      A clicking came from in front of her, but she didn’t look up. What did it matter, especially if she were to die now?

      Fears rolled through her mind. They were the same concerns she’d had since starting down from the rock, and even before that, when she’d sent Fas back across the sand. Traveling alone could have been a death sentence for him. At least she had the possibility of finding water, though it now seemed remote. Fas had to risk the deadly crossing, one that the two of them had barely survived, and that was with skins full of water. She’d sent him with only half a waterskin, and sick on top of it.

      Had Fas even made it back to the village? If he hadn’t, would the village risk the crossing, coming with chemel and wagons and children and the elders, all thinking Ciara had found a way for them to survive? Or would they have gone elsewhere, turned to the north, abandoning her attempt at crossing? Her father would be able to sense water; maybe he had found another source for the village.

      The clicking came again, followed by a soft sound, almost a shuffling. It reminded her of when she was young and the sound her elouf made as she dragged herself up the points, climbing toward the top of the towers. Always Ciara had to climb, never willing to listen to boys like Fas or Eshan or Jorge, who wanted to tell her that she would never be strong enough, never be fast enough.

      Her father encouraged her, telling her that she could climb as well as anyone and that she needed to reach the top because the secrets of the Stormbringer could be found there. It had taken Ciara years before she finally managed to reach the halfway point the first time, and years more until she was strong enough to climb nearly to the top. Even now, she wasn’t strong enough. Fas had helped her. Without him to pull her to the top of the rock, she would have fallen, much as she had this time. At least no one was here to have seen it.

      The clicking sound came again. This time it was closer. If she only opened her eyes, she could see what approached. Maybe it was the shadowy figure, finally coming near enough to help. Or maybe it was nothing more than another lizard, this time intent on devouring her.

      The air began to cool, gusts coming out of the north mixing with those from the south, creating a soft eddy around her, pulling on her elouf and tugging at her hair. It blew into her face, but that was better than the feeling of the sand in her mouth or the taste of her shaisa veil still fouled with her blood. The blood reminded her too much of her mother, the way her eyes had glazed, the glassy expression that she’d worn, only her lips and mouth moving after the attack. The darkness had been both a blessing and damnation. She still cursed the night the attack had come, the village ill-equipped to fight.

      The shapers had the advantage, calling light with their magic, bringing blinding daylight even in the night. For all she knew, they could even see in the dark. Ciara wasn’t a skilled healer, but she didn’t need to be to know that her mother wouldn’t survive, not with the way her skull caved in, regardless of how much her father tried to heal her. There wasn’t enough water in the village for him to save her, and even if there were, she doubted he would have tried. Doing so would have killed so many more for the sake of one. Yet why had he been so willing with Fas? Healing Fas would have cost nearly as much, and there hadn’t been nearly as much water in the village as when her mother had died. Was it because Fas was a water shaper and her mother was not? That hurt if true.

      The clicking came louder, closer, almost as if upon her.

      Ciara blinked her eyes. Her mind was wandering, and it almost seemed that the clicking was intended to clear it for her. Darkness flowed around her, but it wasn’t a pure darkness like she so often saw at night in Rens. There was a haze, almost a soft glowing light, that radiated up from the ground. She saw it on herself as well, on exposed arms and legs, but not on her elouf.

      She let her eyes close again. Whatever she saw wasn’t real. This was her mind, dying and trying to give her meaning. What did it say about her that she saw light when she was dying? Had she feared the darkness so much that she feared it even now? Or did the Stormbringer truly call her? Maybe the light was meant to draw her to him, guiding her on this last part of her journey.

      The clicking came again. Once. Twice. And then faded.

      Ciara opened her eyes. Had the Stormbringer given up on her?

      A thick, greenish plant was in front of her legs. Had it moved there on its own? Thinking that told her that she truly was imagining things. No, it hadn’t been there before. She was sure of that. Maybe it wasn’t real.

      She picked it up. The surface was cool and smooth, nothing like the spiked plants she found in most parts of the waste. This wasn’t so much a plant as some sort of gourd, but like none she’d ever seen. And it felt real enough.

      Ciara touched it to the side of her head, enjoying the coolness. She rocked from side to side, holding it like the reed doll her mother had once made for her, clutching it to her. Unlike the reed doll, the gourd shifted.

      Her heart fluttered. Why would it shift?

      Unless there was water inside.

      It was too much to hope for, but she would try. She reached for her knife, but she’d lost it somewhere along the way. The j’na rested next to her, as if the blunt staff would do her better than her knife, but she didn’t want to risk breaking the gourd open and losing whatever water might be inside.

      She shifted and felt the melted draasin glass press against her back. Would that be sharp enough to pierce the gourd?

      Moving carefully, she pressed the tip into the elongated top of the gourd. Ciara expected resistance, but it slid in easily. After pulling the glass away, she tipped the gourd to her lips. She expected a drop or two and prayed for enough for a mouthful, but what sort of plant stores that much water?

      Water filled her mouth and dribbled around her chin.

      Ciara swallowed hungrily, cupping her hand beneath her chin to keep from losing any more water. Then she lifted the gourd to her mouth again and took another drink. The water was cool and tasted thick, as if it had been soaked in weeds for days, but it was water.

      When the gourd was empty—and she licked everything from it that she could—she lay back. Drinking might have only prolonged her suffering, and she had no idea how the gourd had appeared in front of her, but she would enjoy the relief for now.

      The wind blew around her, and she felt her heart fluttering, sensing it for the first time for… hours? Days? She was reassured by the sensation, and drifted to sleep.
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* * *

      When she awoke, the sun was beginning to creep up along the horizon. Ciara’s mind was clearer than it had been in a while, and she felt as if she might be able to walk. She needed to find water. If she couldn’t, there would be no point in making it another day.

      Sitting up, she found herself surrounded by a circle of the same green-skinned gourds.

      Ciara’s heart hammered in her chest. Stormbringer, what had happened?

      As she tried to figure out how the gourds had appeared, she grabbed one and punctured the skin with the draasin glass, then drank carefully. The water tasted even better in the morning, cool from sitting out in the night. There might be enough water in the gourds around her to make it back to the village.

      Maybe the figure she had seen had crept close enough to help. If so, she needed to find him and thank him. Then she needed to learn where to find more of the gourds so that she could bring word to the village.

      She rose to her knees and pulled the gourds to her, piling them as she counted. Nearly two dozen in all. Enough water to certainly make it back to the village, especially since each gourd held nearly as much water as a quarter of a waterskin, maybe more.

      A rough sense touched her exposed leg and she spun.

      The lizard sat near her feet, looking up at her with wide eyes. It worked its tongue across its lips and sat back on its legs.

      She glanced from the gourds to the lizard. Had she been wrong? Had it not been the shadow man?

      “Did you bring these to me?” Ciara spoke before she realized she was talking to a lizard.

      Maybe she wasn’t as recovered as she thought. Her head throbbed and lights still seemed to pulse around the edge of her vision, swirls of color she doubted were real. Pain streaked down her back, and her arms and legs itched where the lizard crust coated her. Strangely, it had probably protected her, keeping her from getting burned in the harsh sun. As terrible as she felt, with each moment, the water helped. Her stomach rumbled, but her mind no longer wandered as it had. She needed food—and maybe she could eat these gourds—and possibly a little more water. In time, she would be able to walk again.

      The lizard blinked, then started past her, moving to the east.

      Ciara pulled the gourds around her and pierced another, taking a long drink from the top of it. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt free to drink as much as she wanted. Even were she to drink from half the gourds, there would be more remaining than she could carry.

      After going through the fourth gourd, she decided to stop.

      She needed to bring them with her, but how would she carry them? They weren’t heavy, but were large enough to make porting even two difficult. She was staring at the ground, her mind still feeling somewhat in a fog, as she tried to think of some way she could wrap them up… when she laughed aloud again.

      Maybe she was water mad. First she talked to lizards, then she saw shapes and movement when there probably were none, and now she was laughing to herself. The next thing she knew, she’d be running naked across the rock. If she did run naked, she could use her elouf to carry the gourds.

      Ciara laughed again. Using the draasin glass, she cut a section of her elouf, making certain that she was still covered so the sun didn’t burn her too easily but cutting a wide enough swath of fabric that she could set the gourds onto. She tied the ends together and pulled it tight.

      How to carry it?

      She looked around and laughed once more. Her j’na. The blunt shaft of the spear wasn’t much of a weapon, but she could use it to carry these gourds. She shoved one end through the knot she’d made in the fabric, smiling as she did, knowing that likely made her more water mad than not, then propped the spear over her shoulder. The gourds were heavy, but not so bulky that she couldn’t bring the bundle with her.

      Now she had more water than she could drink for days. Well… not for days, but enough to last her until she could find more. Maybe the lizard would lead her to them. Wherever the blasted lizard found them had to have a source of water. That had to be what she had sensed. Then she could find a way back to the village.

      She could save them.

      Ciara looked north, thinking of the hike back to the rock shelf. Even were she to reach it, she might not be able to climb the rock. And the village needed a source of water. If she couldn’t find one, then there was no use in returning to them. They had other water seekers, including Fas and her father, both able to shape as well as sense. The only thing that Ciara could bring them was a better source of water.

      Now that she had enough to drink, her ability to detect water began to return. She noticed it most with her heart, recognizing how her blood no longer pounded through her veins, the water she had drunk allowing her to finally settle as her heart resumed its normal pace. But more than that, she sensed other stores of water around her. There were the gourds, full of water and life, but even beyond them were smaller stores of water, most coming from the sharp plants growing on the rock. When she listened, she could feel the blood in the lizard, a steady sliding sense, and almost had a sense of warmth, though she wasn’t sure why that should be. Beyond the lizard was even more water, the great sense that had brought her here in the first place.

      If she could reach it, and if she could find a way for the village to make it down to the flat rock, she might find a way for her people to stop wandering for a while. Wasn’t that the reason she’d come out here? The reason that she’d risked so much of herself in the first place?

      Ciara pulled her focus away from the rock shelf and started after the lizard, chasing the strange creature for the second time. At least now she didn’t think it intended to kill her. Stormbringer, the strange creature might actually be trying to help her, if she could actually believe that.

      When she reached the lizard, it barely glanced back. She trailed after it, curiosity driving her to let it lead, and they walked for most of the day. Ciara never saw any more of the gourds but had the sense that she was nearing the source of water she detected. As the day progressed, awareness of water began to fill her. She managed to stay hydrated by drinking from the gourds, trying to conserve as much as she could, but there wasn’t the same sense of urgency she normally had.

      By the time the sun started sinking, she’d begun to wonder if she’d made a mistake. Maybe she didn’t sense water as she thought. The lizard continued to walk, and she continued to follow, but more and more, she had a rising certainty that she should turn back.

      “Should have turned back before starting all this,” she muttered to herself.

      What was she doing? She should have returned to the village before attempting to climb down the shelf in the first place, and then when the lizard brought her the gourds, she should have found a way back up. Every decision she had made since Fas left her had been the wrong one. What kind of nya’shin would she be if she never went back to help the village?

      The answer didn’t come—not that Ciara expected it.

      The winds shifted as they usually did at night, the cool beginning to blow in, and she pulled her elouf tighter. Doing that didn’t really matter. There was still a dry heat in the air that was uncommon in the fading sunlight.

      It wasn’t until the lizard stopped that she realized why.

      They’d reached a rock ledge, but not nearly the same height as the massive shelf she’d nearly died climbing down. The lizard stood, looking over the edge, and she stared out but saw nothing more than endless rock. She jumped down and realized that the ledge protruded outward, creating a shaded cover, and underneath, she found the edge of a narrow pool of water.

      At first Ciara stared at it, struggling to believe it was real. This was what she had sensed? This was all?

      She forced down her disappointment and listened, then realized the depths of the pool. She sensed no bottom to this pond. There was enough water here to last… a long time. And with the life she had sensed around her, with all the plants that grew, they could make a place like this home, if only until they found another more suitable.

      The village could thrive, if only she could reach them. She grabbed the rock, preparing to climb back up, when she saw three shadows circling in the darkening sky.

      Draasin.

      Of course they would come here. They knew about the water, and this must be their preferred watering hole. This was where they flew, where she had seen them circling.

      If that were the case, there would be no safety for the village here, not after the way the draasin had already attacked once and threatened to do so again. Even the draasin valued water.

      She scurried up the rock, her heart sinking as she did. All of her suffering and for this? This pool could not save her people.
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      Ciara scrambled back from the ledge, moving so that she wouldn’t be as close to the circling draasin. She dropped the pack holding the gourds and grabbed it, pulling it back into her lap. If she needed to run, she wouldn’t do it without water this time.

      Her j’na rested on her knees, and she gripped it more tightly than needed, but if she had to do something to scare them away, she could swing the shaft of her spear. Like that would do anything.

      What she really needed was the ability her father possessed that kept the draasin from attacking the village.

      If she knew how to do that, would it work if the entire village came to the watering hole? The depths she sensed told her that enormous stores were found here, maybe even more than she had originally thought. Ciara tried not to let herself get too excited with what she detected, especially if there was no way for her to reach the water, but this was the most she’d ever sensed, almost enough to make her believe the stories of water for as far as the eye could see.

      The lizard sat next to her, and its thick, scaly hide brushed against her. She barely moved when it did. Ciara didn’t know what she needed could do. With the gourds, she had enough water to survive the trek back across the desert, but that wouldn’t help the village. Even if she could get the people here, she wasn’t certain it would matter, not if the draasin had made this place theirs.

      “What do you think I should do?” Ciara asked the lizard.

      It only stared at her and then worked its tongue over its lips.

      She laughed softly. Stormbringer, but she was going mad out here in the heat. When she’d been dying of thirst, at least she could explain away the behavior, but the gourds had helped, and for the first time in her life, she had more to drink than she needed.

      “Loneliness,” she said. “I didn’t think it would be so hard out here by myself.”

      The lizard blinked again and nudged her with its head. The skin was rough, but not as rough as its tongue had felt when it had licked at her. Then, Ciara had thought it would peel away her flesh, but what if the lizard’s saliva had actually saved her?

      She should be dead. A fall from as high up as she had been, at least from as high as the marks on the stone led her to believe she had been, should have been enough to kill. That she hadn’t died was some sort of miracle, but then the Stormbringer had never been known to be a kind god.

      The lizard pushed on her again, and Ciara touched its head. It sat down and rested beneath her arm.

      “Was that you, then?” The idea seemed impossible, but what else was there? The crust on her arms and legs remained and no longer itched as it had. And there was the question about whether the lizard had brought her the gourds. Without them, she would have died, but instead, she sat near this ledge, sensing the enormity of the water beneath it, afraid to get too close.

      Unless the shadowy figure she’d seen had been real. That person could have brought her the gourds.

      She looked down at the lizard. And what if the shadow man had sent the lizard?

      Ciara shivered with the thought.

      Her eyes drifted back to the sky, to the circling draasin. They didn’t dive or do much of anything other than make wide, slow loops in the sky. Nothing like the attacking way they had come at the village. But then, the draasin had always left her people alone before. Having one attack meant something had changed. Though finding someone riding on the draasin had meant that as well.

      One of the circling creatures was larger than the others, a massive being that a part of her longed to see up close. Even after what had happened, she was still drawn to the draasin, wanting to see the enormous creatures of fire.

      Ciara shoved that thought aside. Anything she did that revealed herself risked their attack. Other than the lizard, she hadn’t seen much activity within the waste. That meant she would be food for the draasin.

      The other two were smaller. Sunlight trailed off their hides, and a haze of heat rose around them, the same haze that made them so difficult to see when burrowed in sand. They were powerful creatures.

      An explosion echoed suddenly, booming off the rock, and one of the draasin tumbled.

      The lizard made a soft hissing noise, a painful sound that came from low in its throat.

      Ciara sat upright. What had happened?

      The larger draasin tilted and dove toward the smaller, catching it in outstretched talons. Another explosion split the air, and the third now tumbled. The large draasin touched down to the ground, then jumped to the air again, but the other fell too fast. From where Ciara sat, the draasin collided with the ground in a swirl of dust.

      The lizard pushed on her, nudging her forward.

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked. “They want to eat me.”

      It wasn’t as if she could help it. They were creatures of fire. Unstoppable and an extension of the Stormbringer himself. But what could harm the draasin? Was there anything she could learn that could keep her village safe?

      Lightning exploded from the cloudless sky. Ciara had seen something similar, had felt it, and recognized the source: shapers.

      The draasin roared. The sound echoed across the rock, louder than anything she’d ever heard. There was an unmistakable fury in its voice, and she shivered.

      The lizard pushed on her again, nudging against her j’na.

      “If I go out there, I die.”

      The lizard hissed again.

      Ciara shook her head and stood, dropping the pack holding the gourds with her j’na. She didn’t have any idea what the lizard wanted her to do—and there was no question it wanted her to do something—but she wasn’t about to lose the gourds if something went wrong. Pulling the draasin glass out, she started toward the ledge.

      A scraping across the rock caused her to turn. The lizard nudged the j’na toward her.

      “It won’t help,” she said. “It’s not even finished. I haven’t found osidan for the tip.”

      The lizard ignored her and pushed the j’na toward her again.

      Ciara stepped on the j’na, not wanting the lizard to push it or the gourds off the ledge and into the water below. “I need those,” she said, pointing to the gourds.

      The lizard nudged its head against the carved spear.

      “Fine,” she said, “but I’m leaving these here.”

      She pulled the roll of gourds off the top of the spear, separating them and dropping the bundles of gourds to the ground. She tossed the spear over her shoulder and watched the lizard, wondering if it would push the gourds again or if it only wanted her to do something with the shaft of spear. It sat looking up at her. When she didn’t move, it nudged her again.

      Ciara couldn’t believe that she was taking direction from the lizard, but maybe it had saved her, so didn’t she owe it something?

      But this? Pushing her to go after the draasin, risking herself when there were shapers? If the lizard had wanted her dead, it could have left her from the beginning, but what did it think she could do?

      She couldn’t see the draasin from the ledge anymore. Either the heat rising up off the rock or the draasin veil prevented her from knowing what had happened. But she heard them.

      And she sensed the pressure of the Ter shapers.

      The lizard nudged her again, and she started down the rock. Ciara reached the ground and paused at the edge of the water. No sense in going into the waste unprepared. She cupped her hands into the cool water and took a quick drink, then wiped water across her face. After wetting her shaisa, she pulled it into place and started across the rock at a quick pace.

      The first steps she took were the hardest. Parts of her remained stiff from the fall, but the longer she ran, the more her muscles eased, and the more she picked up her pace.

      She gripped the j’na tightly in one hand, the draasin glass in the other, uncertain what she would find.

      The lizard raced after her.

      At first, Ciara didn’t think it could keep up. Always before, when she’d followed it across the rock, the lizard had a sauntering sort of walk that made her think it wasn’t built for speed. Most lizards could move quickly, but not for very long. When the lizard ran next to her, Ciara couldn’t help but stare at it.

      “Keeping me company?”

      The lizard tipped its head up and glanced at her before continuing to run across the rock, racing past her.

      Ciara breathed out a surprised grunt and hurried after it. What did the lizard want her to see? Did it know that she needed to understand a way to keep the draasin from the water so that her village could have access? Was she supposed to discover some way to hunt them?

      They reached one of the draasin before she had any answers.

      It was one of the smaller ones, and it lay on the hot ground with one wing folded overtop it, the other bent awkwardly behind it. The long, barbed tail curled around its side and switched toward them as they approached. It took irregular breaths, and a bloody wound dripped along its maroon-colored scales, the blood leaving a stink in the air. The lizard climbed up the draasin’s tail and scampered toward the wound on its belly.

      “What are you doing?” Ciara hissed.

      The lizard ignored her—not that she should expect the lizard to actually listen to her—and began licking the draasin’s side. The draasin roared softly, but the sound carried none of the strength the creature normally had, and its voice died out quickly.

      Ciara had rarely been so close to one of the draasin. This one might be small, but it was large enough to fly, and she suspected it would have no trouble devouring her if it decided that’s what it wanted.

      She made her way around it, careful as it watched her with deep, golden eyes. The draasin were known to have keen intelligence, but few people of Rens ever dared come close enough to understand how intelligent. Even injured, this one watched her as if debating whether it would slash at her with its sharp talons.

      The lizard finished licking the side of the draasin and climbed higher on its back. It dipped its head again and started licking a spot where the draasin’s wing met its body. The draasin snorted, spraying steam that forced Ciara to raise her hand to protect her face.

      The draasin suddenly jerked its head toward her, and fire spewed from its nostrils.

      Ciara dropped to the ground, pulling her hand over her head. Stormbringer, but she was a fool for risking coming out here. All she wanted was to find a way to keep the draasin at bay, and the only thing she’d be able to do would be to die.

      When the heat coming off the draasin eased, she looked up. It lowered its head back to the ground and propped one eye open as it stared at her.

      Not at her, she realized, but past her.

      She rolled carefully and saw a burned body lying on the ground. A long, wide sword lay useless on the ground next to it. She recognized the sword. All within Rens had seen swords like that from Ter shapers.

      Had the draasin just saved her?

      Ciara moved to the burned body and was surprised to see it still breathed. Much of the skin had been burned from his arms and legs, leaving open, weeping wounds. As she watched, they began healing, the flesh knitting into place.

      She’d seen something like it before, but that had been when her father had called to water, asking for its help. Fas had healed, but doing so used water. Was this shaper using water?

      Ciara glanced toward the enormous pool in the distance. Could the shaper have some way of accessing it, even from here? She knew nothing about their abilities, only that they came with thunder and left people dead and dying, destroying entire villages as they did. If the shaper could pull on water from here…

      She needed to move before he recovered.

      Yet she couldn’t. Rooted in place as she was, she didn’t move, almost as if she couldn’t move. A soft hissing from the lizard made her spin, and she saw another shaper in the distance. Through the haze hanging over the desert, she realized that the shaper attacked another draasin, the other small one, and lashed a chain over its wing.

      The steady hissing from the lizard left her with a sense of urgency and a desire to do something. She wasn’t sure what.

      “You don’t want me to harm the draasin. That wasn’t why you pushed me here, is it?” Ciara asked softly. She didn’t expect an answer.

      The lizard hissed again.

      The fallen shaper moaned. If she left him any longer, he would heal completely. Would he attack her then?

      That thought finally got her moving. She grabbed his sword and hesitated. A sword did her no good; she barely knew how to use the j’na, so taking a sword wouldn’t help her. But she could hide it. Moving carefully, she took it to the draasin and stuffed it beneath the long, barbed tail.

      “Don’t let him hurt you again,” she whispered, doubting that it understood, but after speaking to the lizard the past few days, what did it matter that she now was speaking to another desert creature?

      She held her j’na and the draasin glass as she ran across the rock, hurrying toward the other draasin. The lizard’s hissing followed her, to the point where she wondered if the lizard was still running with her, but it sat perched atop the first draasin, licking slowly at the creature’s hide.

      There had to be a way to stop the shaper ahead. That seemed to be what the lizard wanted, and maybe for good reason. If the shaper thought to lash the draasin in chains, would they attempt to ride it as well? Was that why the draasin had suddenly attacked?

      She had nothing to stop the shaper. Were she a full nya’shin, she could throw her j’na, but without a tip, it wouldn’t do her any good. If only she had something to tip the spear with…

      Stormbringer. She did have something, but would it work?

      Ciara stopped and crouched, hoping her elouf would shield her from the shaper and that he would be so distracted with capturing the draasin that he wouldn’t notice her. Filled with water as she was, she sensed the way his heart pounded, the flow of blood through his veins, the steady pulsing so much like the rhythm her father had long tried to teach, but she had no gift with water, not like he did, not like Fas.

      Using the draasin glass, she cut another thin strip off her elouf. Much more, and she wouldn’t have decent coverage. Returning to the village would be embarrassing, but less so if she could lead them to water. She wrapped the strip of cloth around the draasin glass, binding it to the end of the spear. The curve of the glass looked similar to a carved osidan tip, but would it fly the same way? And would Ciara have the strength needed to toss it?

      The distant draasin roared, and Ciara looked up.

      A chain wrapped around the draasin’s wing and bound the creature, keeping it from moving. What sort of power must the Ter shapers have to be able to control the draasin like that? If they had learned to control the creatures, how much longer would it be before they attacked fully and destroyed all of Rens?

      And what was she thinking running up to someone with that much power? Did she really think there was anything she could do?

      Behind her, the lizard hissed louder, more intently. Ciara felt the urgency, almost as if she understood words within the hiss: Help him.

      She shook away the thought. It was too crazy to consider, but wasn’t that what she was about to try?

      She held her j’na at shoulder height as she ran forward, keeping her grip more relaxed now and wishing she had more time to test whether it would work. She would have one chance, and if she failed… There was no doubt in her mind that the shaper would turn his attention to her.

      The shaper turned. He was a wide man, and muscular, with deep blue eyes and an angular chin that reminded her in some ways of Fas. One hand held the chain, and Ciara almost stumbled as she realized the chain used to bind the draasin appeared to be made entirely of stone. He turned slowly, and when his eyes locked on her, she threw.

      The j’na sailed, streaking through the air. Ciara stumbled with the throw and hurried to her knees, afraid that if she missed, the shaper would come for her.

      The spear flew true and struck the shaper in the shoulder.

      He dropped the chain and spun back to the draasin, jerking her j’na free and tossing it to the side. Power built as he raised his hands in front of him.

      The draasin snapped, now free of the chain. The shaper somehow stopped the attack and reached for the chain, but the draasin attacked again, this time swinging his tail toward the man. A large spike struck him in the thigh, and blood bloomed. The man staggered to the side but managed to stay standing. When the draasin darted its head forward again, jaw open in attack, lightning streaked from the sky, followed by a long peal of thunder.

      When it faded, the shaper was gone.

      The draasin tried shaking itself free of the chain but was unable.

      Ciara approached carefully, keeping her head bowed low but her eyes always fixed on the draasin. It didn’t move and didn’t make any attempt to attack.

      “Let me help,” she said softly.

      She had to step over her j’na and saw that the tip remained intact. She had figured it would have been damaged from the way the shaper had tossed it to the side, but other than the blood staining it, the spear appeared unharmed.

      Touching the chain, she tried lifting it, but it was too heavy. Ciara pulled on it, grunting with effort. The chain moved, but slowly. She pulled, dragging it slowly to the peak of the creature’s wing, and then the draasin shook suddenly.

      The chain lifted free and Ciara went sprawling, landing on her back next to her j’na, staring up at the draasin as it spread its leathery wings, blotting out the sky. The massive creature had blue-green scales. It flexed long talons, and steam hissed from its nostrils. Free of the chain, with a powerful leap, it took to the air.

      Ciara lay in place for a few moments before remembering the other shaper. Making it to her feet was a challenge and required her to push up with her j’na, but she finally managed. She ran back across the rock, wondering what had happened to the largest, and nearly stumbled again when she found the place where the first draasin had fallen.

      The creature had disappeared, leaving the rock stained with blood. The fallen shaper had disappeared as well. The lizard lay in the sun, asleep as far as she could tell, resting its head on the shaper’s sword.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          23

        

        
          Jasn
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      As Jasn turned away from the infirmary, Bayan came out of the trees and made her way toward the barracks. She saw him carrying Wyath and ran toward him. Jasn didn’t wait and hurried toward Cheneth’s dorm.

      Bayan caught him before he reached Cheneth. “What happened?”

      “Draasin.”

      “Wyath got hit by a draasin?”

      Jasn nodded. “Street noise distracted him, I think. Caught the tail.”

      Had it been more than that? Had Jasn’s shaping on the draasin distracted the creature and caused her to strike Wyath?

      He couldn’t think like that. Not until Wyath was well.

      Bayan quickly shaped, making no effort to hide it this time. She layered water and fire over Wyath, and it settled through him with a sigh. She was skilled with water, but not nearly as skilled as Jasn.

      “You took care of the worst of it,” she commented.

      “I did what I could,” Jasn agreed. “He wanted to go to Cheneth.”

      “You did well,” Bayan said.

      Jasn grunted. Now was not the time to tell her how he’d studied with Oliver, learning the secrets of healing that few would ever learn. Maybe later he could, but for now, he needed to get Wyath to safety.

      They stopped at Cheneth’s house and knocked. When the door opened, Cheneth glanced from Jasn to Wyath and frowned. “What happened?”

      “The draasin. We were in the larger pen and talking. He… got distracted. It caught him with its tail, and the chain landed on him.”

      “Wyath doesn’t get distracted,” Cheneth said.

      “This time he did.”

      Cheneth watched him for a long moment, the darkness in his eyes reminding Jasn of when he’d been alone with him before, and the strange unsettled feeling returned. It was like being plunged into cold water, and a chill worked along his back and settled in his chest before disappearing. It happened so fast that he wasn’t sure whether to believe it, but then it was gone.

      “Get Alena. Tell her to check the draasin,” Cheneth said to Bayan.

      She nodded and ran off, leaving Jasn holding Wyath. “I did what I could.”

      The scholar lifted Wyath away from Jasn, carrying him with seeming ease. “From what I hear of your healing ability, you did more than most.”

      Jasn shrugged. “It’s been awhile since I healed anyone.”

      Cheneth set him down on the ground and ran his hands over Wyath’s body. “He appears stable. You did well.”

      “The lungs will need to be watched. Over time, they can—”

      “He’ll be fine, Jasn.” Cheneth glanced at the end of the camp. “Go and rest. A healing like that will have drained you. Find Alena when you are up.”

      Jasn started toward his dorm, but something drew him down the street and toward the pen, where he found the door shaped open. Glancing inside, he saw Alena leaning over the draasin, almost as if whispering something quietly in its ear. She was dressed in armor, large plates of mail covering her arms and abdomen, that he’d never seen her wear before.

      The draasin didn’t move as Alena stood there, her hands pressed on the chain but no shaping building. She wasn’t trying to prevent it from attacking, but it still wasn’t trying to harm her.

      “Are you going to come in?” Alena said, looking up.

      “What are you doing?” Jasn stood in the doorway.

      She walked away, making no effort to keep her eyes on the creature and no attempt to shape as she walked away from it. The draasin barely moved, lying with its head down as if sedated.

      Did his shaping still hold? Had he harmed the draasin somehow with what he had done? The idea didn’t bother him, but he thought Wyath might be disappointed to learn that Jasn had damaged the barracks’ draasin.

      “What Cheneth asked of me,” she said. She pushed past him and grabbed his arm, pulling him away from the pen. Once outside, she slapped a hand to the stone and pressed a shaping of earth through it. The door slipped closed, sealing him away from the draasin and the heat rolling out from it.

      “I heard what you did for Wyath. It’s good that you were here for him.”

      He could tell how hard those words were for her to say, and he suspected how much she hated saying them, but he didn’t know what he’d ever done to deserve the anger she felt toward him. “Did I…”

      She turned toward him. “Did you what?”

      “Did I do anything that harmed her?”

      She flicked her gaze toward the pen. “That was you?”

      Jasn nodded. “Wyath demonstrated the shaping that he used on the draasin. When he got injured…”

      “How?”

      “There was noise in the street. The draasin pulled on the chain.”

      “That is all?”

      “I shaped the creature so I could reach him.” And it had worked. With a shaping like that, he might finally know enough to attack. With more practice, he might know enough to control the draasin. Ter could finally end the war.

      “A shaping like that is difficult, even for one with more experience. I thought you were an earth shaper first?”

      “Water,” he said. “I trained as a healer in Atenas.”

      Her mouth pulled into a tight line. “That’s how you healed yourself when the little one attacked.”

      He nodded.

      “It’s a good thing you were there for him then.” They reached the edge of the camp. There was a wide clearing free of buildings and trees. Alena tipped her head back and sniffed. Her nose crinkled as she did, and her eyes took on a distant expression. “You said you heard a noise that distracted the draasin?”

      “We heard something.”

      A massive shaping built from her and then dissipated. “That’s what this is about.”

      “What?”

      “Find Eldridge,” she said, slipping a stone into his hand. A single dark mark was etched into it. “Give him this and tell him I need him.”

      She hurried toward her dorm, leaving Jasn to chase after her. As he stood in the doorway, she grabbed her armor, slipping it over her shoulders.

      “I don’t know where to find Eldridge,” Jasn started.

      Alena pushed past him, and a shaping built from her, but this was one Jasn recognized. There was no attempt to hide the shaping, nothing but the massive power building from her. In a moment, a bolt of lightning would pull her away as she jumped.

      She shot him a glare. “Find him,” she snapped.

      “What then?”

      “Then? Since you seem to be comfortable with them, maybe you should spend some time in the smaller pen,” she suggested.

      The shaping erupted around her, carrying her away.

      How would he reach Eldridge? He’d met the scholar only a few times. Why would Alena want him?

      He held the stone in his hand and studied the marking on it. The stone itself didn’t appear to be anything all that unique, but the mark reminded Jasn of those he’d seen on the buildings around the barracks, especially those around the pen.

      That wasn’t quite right. The mark was more like the one he’d seen on the building deep in the forest outside the barracks. What purpose would there be in using a mark like this?

      “What do you have there?”

      Jasn turned to see Porter approaching. He was a wide man and not nearly as muscular as his friend Thenas, with a belly that hung over his belt. The other times Jasn had seen him, Porter had gone unarmed, but today he wore his sword strapped to his waist and a long cloak hung over his shoulders. Many in the barracks preferred not to wear their swords. Most of the time, there was little reason to do so.

      “Nothing,” Jasn said.

      Porter stopped, and his eyes darted to the ground where Alena had been standing before going to Jasn’s face. “Heard something happened to Wyath.”

      “He’ll be fine.”

      Porter nodded. “Good. Need his skill. There are some things I can’t learn from Calan, especially if he keeps taking Thenas like he did today.”

      “He doesn’t take you?”

      “Nah, you got to pass the second trial before.”

      Jasn sniffed. “If that’s the case, I have a long time before Alena will bring me.” He hadn’t even passed the first test.

      Porter laughed. “She can be difficult, can’t she? I can’t remember the last person she passed through.”

      “Not even Bayan?”

      Porter shook his head, and they started away from the edge of the camp. “Bayan studied with Marak before Alena.”

      Jasn didn’t know any instructors by that name. “What happened?”

      “You’ve seen what we do here. When even the most experienced instructor in the barracks gets injured, well… anyone can, you know?”

      “How did it happen?”

      “They don’t like to talk about it. Happened deep in Rens. Alena and Marak. They used to go together often, and this time, Calan went along. Found a big, nasty draasin.” He stretched his hands apart about two feet. “You should see the talon Calan keeps. The way he tells it leaves you wondering if maybe that wasn’t the one that took Marak’s life.” He lowered his voice. “After that, Bayan started studying with Alena. She’d already passed the first trial by then, but I don’t know if Alena cared for that so much. Probably would rather have Bayan pass her test.”

      “They’re not the same?”

      “Every trial is different, but they try to make you overcome your weaknesses. We all have them, you know? Come here out of Atenas, all of us raised to the order and thinking we know everything, but…” He shrugged. “Most of those who come here can only really shape a single element. They can reach the other elements, can travel, but much more than that and they’re useless. Those are some of the first to wash out. Others, well, they can shape, but they can’t quite make it past the idea of facing one of the draasin.”

      Porter stopped near the practice yard and grabbed one of the thick wooden swords from the rack. The yard was nothing like what was in Atenas and barely had enough space to move around. Porter swung the sword, moving with surprising quickness, and smiled again. “At least you can shape. And it sounds like you’re not afraid of them,” he said. “Heard you spent some time in Rens.” He hesitated, but Jasn didn’t offer anything more. “Anyway, you get past those, and you should manage the first trial.”

      “And then what?” Jasn asked. He needed to get to Eldridge, but Porter was telling him more about the barracks than he’d ever learned.

      “Then?” he repeated, swinging the sword over his head. The attack would be useless and would expose his abdomen to someone trained with a sword—or a spear as was more likely in Rens—but Jasn didn’t point that out. “Then you get the second trial. Pass the second trial and you can hunt with them. Make it through the third trial and you get to be an instructor. Not many do, but those who do…” He swung his sword down in a quick arc, the wood humming in the air. “Then you get to take out the draasin. Maybe I’ll start a collection like Calan, though I think I’d prefer their teeth.”

      Jasn didn’t want any reminder of any draasin, and certainly not anything that would make him remember what had happened to Katya. “I think I’ll leave it—”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish.

      An explosion crashed through the air, filling the barracks.

      Porter paused in midswing and dropped the practice sword. “That came from the end of the camp.”

      They both took off running, following the draw of energy that was nearly palpable in the air. Jasn needed no sensing or shaping as they ran; they could almost taste the sizzling energy.

      They reached the end of the barracks, near the exact spot Alena had been before she’d disappeared. A man lay on the ground, covered with burns that made him unrecognizable. Porter ran forward, but Jasn beat him there, building a shaping of water and settling it overtop the warrior.

      The burns were extensive. How had this person managed to make it back here?

      Any shaping he tried would fail, yet if he did nothing, this person would die anyway.

      Jasn lifted the burned man and carried him toward the stream at the edge of the barracks.

      “What are you doing?” Porter asked.

      “We need water.”

      “Healing doesn’t require—”

      Jasn cut him off with a shake of his head. “Water. Trust me, it helps.”

      As he settled the burned person into the water, others emerged, coming to help, but Jasn ignored them. He pulled on a powerful shaping, sending it winding through the burns. Using the water, he pulled on the energy and the power he sensed within the water itself.

      It had been over a year since he’d used a shaping like this. The last time had been before Katya died. Since then, no healing ever seemed to matter.

      Jasn didn’t know why he felt compelled to try. Maybe it had something to do with the times that he’d used water recently, or maybe it had been the months since he’d performed a similar shaping. Either way, it came to him naturally.

      The shaping built, drawing more and more strength. Jasn pulled the water itself from the stream, forcing it into the shaping. It was a trick he’d learned long before, one that had been the reason Renis discovered him, the reason that he’d been brought to Atenas in the first place. None of the masters at Atenas had taught him this trick—it was simply something Jasn knew.

      The shaping took on a life of its own, wrapping around the person in the stream. The burns peeled away, leaving raw and ragged flesh, but soon, even that cleared. As it did, Jasn realized who he healed.

      Thenas.

      He gritted his teeth and pressed on. The shaping wasn’t complete. Burns worked down the throat and extended into the lungs. If he didn’t heal those, Thenas wouldn’t survive.

      The shaping built on its own and required less and less strength from him. When it finished, Jasn sat back and pulled Thenas out of the water. There were no signs of scars and he breathed slowly.

      “Damn,” Porter said.

      Jasn stood and wiped his hands on his pants. “You’ll need to get him to the infirmary.”

      “How? I mean, you shouldn’t have been able to do that…”

      Jasn shrugged. “I studied healing with Oliver,” he said as if that answered everything, backing away.

      His arm got caught in a firm grip as he did and he jerked back, trying to break free but failing. Jasn turned and saw Eldridge, barely five feet tall with ears two sizes too large, holding onto his arm.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      Jasn nodded, unable to do much else. “Alena wanted—”

      “I know what she wanted.” He glanced to Porter, who was helping carry Thenas away from the stream, making his way to the infirmary. “Probably better had you let him die,” he said softly, “and might wish it was you when Alena learns you saved him.”
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      The clearing at the end of the barracks was empty when Jasn returned with Eldridge. The air stank of charred flesh, and Jasn could think of nothing more than the way Thenas had arrived, his body horribly burned but still alive. How had he managed to survive the return? What must it have taken to push himself like that?

      Then there was what had happened to him. Jasn had seen burns in his time at Atenas, some severe, especially with fire shapers first learning their craft, but nothing like that. In Atenas, there were always masters able to extinguish flames before they burned uncontrollably. What had happened to Thenas he’d only seen in Rens, and that from the draasin.

      “You’re no ordinary healer, are you?” Eldridge asked.

      “I’m not a healer,” Jasn said. He’d said the same in the months since Katya’s death, months spent turning him into something else. Those months had made him into a man Katya would not have recognized, but the draasin had burned her beyond recognition as well.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Eldridge said. “What did Alena have for me?”

      Numb, Jasn pulled the stone out of his pocket and handed it to Eldridge. The man took it and held it up to the sun, letting the light play off the letter carved into the side.

      “She tell you what this is for?”

      Jasn shook his head, listening to the sounds of voices moving through the barracks as Thenas was carried to the infirmary. Wyath had almost forced him to use a shaping like he’d used on Thenas, and he’d been thankful when he hadn’t needed to, but seeing a warrior return, charred and blackened like Thenas, had brought back memories he thought were better buried. All the time in Rens, and he hadn’t used that shaping. He’d been in the barracks for a few months and he did?

      “She sent me to find you,” Jasn said. “After Wyath was attacked—”

      “Wyath was attacked?”

      “Something happened with the draasin. He got distracted and she caught him with her tail. The chain landed on his chest. Punctured chest. Broken ribs. One pushing into his lungs.” Jasn recited his findings with clinical precision. “I did what I could to help him.”

      “Of course you did. And Alena?”

      Jasn pointed to the ground. “She left from here. Gave me that,” he said, pointing to the stone, “and sent me to find you. Then Thenas returned.”

      Eldridge nodded. “Come on then.”

      He grabbed Jasn’s arm in a firm grip and before Jasn could move, a massive shaping built, tearing through them. A surge of wind lifted them skyward. Wind whistled around them, ripping at his clothes and stealing his ability to speak, carrying them faster than a simple wind shaping should allow. When they landed, they were atop hot rock, the sun burning overhead, the air blistering. Jasn sucked in a breath and coughed as he looked around.

      They were in Rens, but no part of Rens that he’d ever seen. Rather than heaps of sand or cracked, rocky ground dotted with spiny plants, this was all flat rock. After his time in the cool mountains, the air was almost impossibly dry.

      “What are you doing?” Jasn demanded. Since his raising to the order, he hadn’t had anyone handle him with quite the same level of simple ease, as if he were nothing more than a novice first come to Atenas.

      Eldridge released his arm and Jasn pulled away. “You wouldn’t have been able to follow otherwise.”

      He’d never seen a shaper travel like Eldridge had. The man had used wind alone.

      Eldridge fixed him with a gaze harder than stone, flinty eyes catching him with more intensity than even Lachen could manage, almost as if reading his thoughts. He held out the stone and pressed a shaping through it. It surged with incredible strength and then faded. Jasn could almost detect a direction to the surge, but that made little sense. He shouldn’t be able to pick up on another’s shaping to that degree. “Now come on. Alena needs my help.”

      He started across the rock, leaving Jasn staring after him, unsure whether he should follow. Jasn could shape his return; at least, he could mostly shape a return to the barracks. Obscured as it was, finding it even after he was within the Gholund Mountains might be difficult, but he thought he could find Masul, and from there, he figured he could make it back. Curiosity more than anything else made him follow Eldridge.

      They reached a rock ledge and Eldridge cupped his hand over his eyes. He whistled softly as he did. “At least I know how your young friend got baked.”

      “How?” Jasn saw nothing other than more rock that stretched out below them.

      “You have water talent, that is unmistakable, and you’re too dependent on earth. You lose that and you might learn to keep your focus more diffuse. Too many think control equals mastery, never bothering to learn the subtleties. I’ve known sensers so skilled, they could find you here from Atenas. Never think you know enough. You get past that and you could be useful.”

      Eldridge slipped over the ledge on a shaping of wind, sliding across the rock. Jasn watched, trying to think of what shaping he might have used that allowed him to travel that way, skimming above the ground, but couldn’t think of anything quite so useful.

      He took a deep breath and tried to relax, letting his focus shift from the earth and lack of water to the air and the heat. The heat was easy. It was oppressive and all around him and swirled in a current unlike anything he’d ever experienced, almost as if there were layers to it. Considering the way the sun baked the land, it was possible there were.

      The air was mostly still, but he focused on his breathing and how breaths came from deep within him, moving with each inhalation, filling his lungs, and with the air came his awareness of the wind. Jasn felt the touch of the breeze on his cheeks and the way it played around his hair, lightly tugging on the jacket too hot for the heat here in Rens. With that connection established, he reached through the wind, not to shape and control it but to simply listen.

      Jasn mixed an awareness of the fire in with the wind and at first ignored the sense of earth and water but then added that as well, sensing with every element as he strained to see what Eldridge so easily picked up.

      There was nothing.

      Jasn sighed and nearly relaxed, letting the awareness fade before deciding to maintain the connection. He started after Eldridge, running across the rock, catching him after a dozen earth-shaping-assisted steps.

      “Where’s Alena?” Jasn asked.

      “Still don’t have her?”

      Jasn started shaking his head as they ran toward a tower of rock but detected something different than before. There was a change to the way the wind blew, a heat to the air that shouldn’t be there and a fluttering of water like a throbbing pulse.

      “I see you detect it now. Good.”

      Eldridge streaked away, using wind alone to carry him.

      Jasn jumped with a shaping of earth, landing each time with a hard thud, the earth cracking beneath him. The farther they went, the easier it became to detect the difference around him and realize that the tower of rock was something else.

      A draasin. And one so massive that Jasn couldn’t believe its size.

      He nearly stumbled with his next step, and his feet tangled. Before he could fall, Eldridge swooped back and hoisted him under his arms, lifting him into the air.

      “That draasin—”

      “He’s a big one, that’s for sure,” Eldridge said. There was no fear in his voice, nothing but the same edge of respect in his voice that he heard from Alena.

      “What do they think they’re doing?” Jasn asked. He sensed Alena, or at least he thought it was Alena, but there was someone else. He suspected Calan, given that Thenas had returned, but how could the two of them alone think to contain one that size?

      “Calan thinks he’s doing his job, as does Alena.”

      “Aren’t they the same?”

      Eldridge glanced over but didn’t answer and then hurried forward on a shaping of wind.

      Jasn ran after, managing to keep pace, feeling a growing concern in the pit of his stomach the closer he came. What was he thinking, coming out here with Eldridge? He might be a warrior of the order, and he might have survived Rens for nearly a year, but he no longer needed convincing to believe that his skill was nothing compared to what hunters like Alena and Calan were capable of performing.

      He started to slow and Eldridge glanced back. “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      Jasn shook his head. “They don’t need me for this.”

      “No, they don’t. But you’re here, and you will see what they’re doing.”

      Wind pulled on him with incredible strength, forcing him forward, dragging him along the rock. Jasn could no more resist than he could stop a raging storm.

      There were shapers who were said to possess such strength, shapers rumored to be able to control not only the elements but the fundamental energies that made up the world. Most of those stories came from people barely able to sense. Those who trained in Atenas knew the source of the powers in the world and knew the elements had limits that shapers couldn’t surpass. Some were stronger than others, and skill could be nurtured and developed, but there were always limits.

      The way the wind tore at him, dragging him forward regardless of Jasn’s effort to push back, made it seem as if Eldridge simply ignored those limits.

      “Are you scared?” Eldridge asked.

      They were near enough that Jasn could smell the heat coming off the draasin, the way the massive creature heated the air. It towered over them like something impossible to believe, a creature so massive that Jasn struggled to comprehend what he saw. When it swung its barbed tail—three spikes, making it male, as Eldridge had said—the spikes along the tail were longer than his leg.

      Alena stood on one side, holding a length of stone chain she hadn’t carried when she left the barracks. With her armor, she nearly glowed with light reflected from the sun, standing like an extension of the Creator and full of his power. A furious shaping radiated from her, layering atop the draasin. Across from her, Calan swung another chain, attempting to loop it around the wings. He released, and the chain curled up and over the spot the wing joined to the body.

      “Why doesn’t it just fly away?” Jasn asked.

      With that question, the draasin turned toward him, its enormous head twisting, its entire body dragging on the chain Calan had looped, and Jasn saw why the draasin didn’t fly away. Massive holes pierced his wing, each tearing bloody chunks free. The other wing curled into the body, but Jasn suspected he’d find the same damage on that side.

      The draasin roared. Heat and fire billowed from its mouth, streaming toward him.

      Before he could think of how to react, he pulled on earth and water, defaulting to those he was most comfortable with.

      Fire pressed against his shaping, nearly overwhelming him, but as always happened, water healed him before any real damage could take place. Jasn pulled harder, drawing on more strength, forced to tap into that strange distant sense of water that always seemed to flow beneath the surface of his mind, and pushed.

      The fire eased and the draasin’s roar stopped.

      Alena stared at him, an unknowable expression in her eyes.

      She flung her chain around the draasin, catching the other wing. She continued to shape, and Jasn noted that it was different than before, a mixing of each of the elements, almost the same as what he’d done when sensing his way toward the draasin.

      The draasin took a step back and its tail swung again, this time toward Calan. The large man ducked, but the size of the spikes was enormous. He dropped, but the spike scraped over him as the tail flicked back the other way.

      Jasn jumped, catching a shaping of earth and wind to propel him forward. He tumbled into Alena, and she lost control of the chain.

      Where was Eldridge?

      Alena pushed on him, forcing him away from her, and he untangled himself as quickly as he could, fully aware of how strong and soft she felt. How long had it been since he’d been this close to a woman?

      She shoved with an earth-assisted shaping, sending him tumbling away. Any thought that might have been with him went tumbling as well.

      Alena jumped to her feet, already building a shaping. She had her hands pressed out and the sunlight reflected off a dark metallic object in her fingers. The shaping she used was powerful and about to explode from her.

      Calan jumped with a shaping of earth and hung in the air above the draasin. His sword was unsheathed, a long, wide-bladed weapon that Jasn would have struggled simply controlling. Calan swung it over his head and jabbed down.

      Alena’s shaping struck.

      The draasin lurched forward and Calan began to fall, his sword starting to miss the mark. With a scream, he drew upon a massive earth shaping and slammed the blade into the back of the draasin’s neck.

      With a weak roar, the draasin fell, its head dropping to the ground. Calan hovered above it, steaming blood dripping from the blade, and waited.

      Jasn watched as it took its last breath. He’d seen precious few draasin killed before, and usually that was luck rather than any skill of the shapers attacking it. What he’d seen from Calan had been exquisite skill, and a strength with earth that Jasn had never witnessed. Would he have been able to use such earth strength if facing the draasin? Was that what he was destined to learn?

      Watching the creature take slow breaths, he tried to find pity but failed. One of these monsters had killed Katya. These creatures had been attacking in Ter for years, destroying warriors and shapers, sometimes entire cities. These monsters had been attacking him, had nearly killed him countless times.

      No, he felt no sorrow for the fallen.

      Alena made her way to the draasin and rested a palm on its side. Jasn saw her whisper something too soft to hear, and then she stepped back. The creature took one more breath and then no more.

      Calan dropped to the ground and glared at Alena. “That shot of yours nearly toppled me.”

      A familiar flash of anger crossed Alena’s eyes. Jasn had seen it often enough since coming to the barracks to recognize it, but why would she direct it at Calan? “If you had controlled his wing, it wouldn’t have been necessary.”

      “The beast is down. That’s what matters.”

      “That isn’t all that matters,” Eldridge said. He landed on a soft flurry of wind and glanced at Alena. “Did you see which direction they were?”

      She shook her head. “I was too busy trying to keep Calan alive.”

      “There’s nothing I needed from you to keep alive.”

      Alena jabbed him in the chest. For the first time, Jasn realized there was a hole in the cloth and blood stained it. “Right. And the spear that took you?”

      His eyes narrowed. “I will have one for a trophy soon enough.”

      “Did you see him?” Eldridge asked.

      Calan leaned over the draasin and swung his sword, severing one of the long, curved talons. He took it and stuffed it into his pocket, a tight expression on his face. “Didn’t see him. Saw her.”

      Eldridge glanced at Alena, and something passed between them.

      “What is this about?” he asked. “Who are you looking for?”

      Calan ignored the question. “Thenas?”

      “Made it back,” Eldridge said.

      Calan grunted. “A little one burned him pretty bad. We got separated. Hadn’t expected three. They usually only call one.”

      “What if they weren’t called this time?” Alena asked.

      “Then tell me, Alena, what you think happened?” Calan said. “You saw this one. Nothing worked with them, not as it should. Even the little one was wild, burning Thenas. Even if he made it back,” he said, glancing at Eldridge again, “there’s no healing from that. And the other… I thought I had a chance with her, but then the damn spear took me in the shoulder.”

      “Thenas will live,” Eldridge said.

      Some of Calan’s anger eased. “How? I saw how charred he was. It was all I could do to send him back.”

      At least Jasn understood how Thenas had made it back. He’d thought the man somehow shaped himself back, burned as he was, but Calan had seen to it.

      “He made it in time for healing,” Eldridge said. Jasn appreciated the fact that he didn’t make a point of telling what he had done.

      “Fine. You two will handle this,” Calan said, waving his hand toward the dead draasin.

      “We will,” Alena said.

      Calan stepped away from them and, with a shaping of lightning, disappeared.

      Alena stared at Eldridge for a moment. “Take him from here before—”

      “No, Alena, he should know.”

      “You know why he’s with us.”

      Eldridge tipped his head. “Just as I know why you’re with us. Now,” he said, “finish this, and then we will see if we can’t find the bastard who forced the draasin to attack.”
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      The air stank from the blood of the dead draasin. Jasn couldn’t take his eyes off the creature. Ever since learning of Katya’s fate, he’d wanted nothing more than to find revenge. Why, then, did a part of him feel like what happened here wasn’t retribution?

      Alena rested with her hand on the long snout. Heat still radiated from the creature, but less than when it was alive. Sunlight glimmered along its scales, catching light in whorls of color. Even dead, the creature was impressive.

      Eldridge danced around on a shaping of wind. The small man might not be able to shape each of the elements, but he exuded more confidence than most warriors Jasn had met. He let the wind carry him, landing near the tail, and glanced from Jasn to Alena. Every so often, he would pause and tip his head to the side, as if listening to something so soft, only he could hear it. As a wind shaper, and apparently a skilled one, it was possible that was true. At one point, it looked as if the draasin’s tail had moved, but why would Eldridge move it?

      “What are we still doing here?” Jasn asked when neither spoke.

      Eldridge glanced up and nodded to Alena. “Talk to her.”

      “She doesn’t tell me much.”

      “Maybe not yet, but when you learn to listen, she will have much she can teach,” Eldridge said.

      Jasn looked at Alena and saw her running her hands along the draasin’s neck, working her way around the thick blood that had pooled out and trailed along the scales. As she did, her lips moved, but he couldn’t hear what she said. Maybe Eldridge was listening to something Alena was saying.

      He focused on the wind, letting it billow against him, and strained to hear her. His connection to wind was slow, distant, as if Alena held it from him. He still didn’t know how she managed to obscure her shapings from him; if he could learn only one thing from her, it would be that technique. The connection to the wind came, but it was gradual and weak.

      There was nothing to it. No sound, nothing that explained what Alena did and why she whispered to the dead draasin.

      He backed away, moving onto the cracked, dry rock, debating returning to the barracks. Doing so might anger Alena, but she didn’t really want him here in the first place. He’d only come because he’d been dragged by Eldridge. The man might be a scholar, but Jasn didn’t even know how involved he was at the barracks, let alone whether he was involved enough to determine when to bring him to Alena.

      The farther from the draasin he went, the more he began to see heat shimmering around it. For a moment, it seemed the draasin moved, but that must be a trick of the light. When he saw it again, the barest twitch of one of the draasin’s legs, he stumbled.

      “Alena!” he shouted, running toward her, unsheathing his sword as he did.

      She ignored him, focusing on whatever she was doing. The back leg moved again, and this time, there was no doubting that it did. Somehow, both Eldridge and Alena had missed the fact that the draasin wasn’t dead yet. If they weren’t careful, the damn thing might kick, and even weakened as it was, it would have enough strength to hurt them. Maybe enough to kill.

      “Move!” he shouted again. He jumped with a shaping of earth, leaping to the air high enough that he could land atop the draasin. His sword was unsheathed, and he pressed the energy of shaping through it, filling it with the power of the elements. He might not care for the way Alena had treated him since his arrival at the barracks, but he wasn’t about to be the reason she was killed.

      As he stabbed down with the sword, Eldridge stopped him with a flick of his slender staff.

      Jasn tried again, and this time, Eldridge bound him in a shaping of wind.

      “What are you doing? The thing is still alive!” Jasn said.

      “Stars, I hope so,” Eldridge answered. “Otherwise Alena is wasting her time.”

      Jasn lost control of the shaping holding him in the air and dropped to the draasin’s back, landing between two massive spikes. The draasin rolled and tossed him, sending him flying back onto the rock.

      He crawled quickly to his feet, holding his sword out in front of him.

      Heat surged, as if pulling open an oven. The draasin swung its tail and Jasn jumped, barely missing injury.

      Alena patted the draasin on the side and then took a step back, holding her hands out in front of her. Now her shaping was apparent, as if whatever she’d been doing to hide it was no longer necessary. The creature lifted its head and turned toward her, blinking open deep orange eyes to stare at her.

      Slowly, the draasin managed to stand, crawling to his feet. He tapped the ground with his long talons, almost as if testing out the one Calan had sliced off, and unfurled long, leathery wings. He stretched out his neck and flicked his tail again and then bowed his head toward Alena. If Jasn didn’t know better, he would almost think the draasin thanked her.

      Then it lifted to the air with a powerful flap of his wings, sending a gust of hot wind swirling all around him. He circled once, twice, and then turned south, away from Ter.

      Jasn stared, unable to think of anything to say.

      A touch on his arm made him jump, and he turned to see Eldridge tapping on the ground with his slender staff. “She healed him, didn’t she?” Jasn asked.

      “The draasin aren’t our enemy,” Eldridge said.

      “No? They’ve killed enough to be considered the enemy. Why else does the commander want us to hunt them?”

      At the mention of Lachen, Eldridge’s eyes hardened. “You think that is what the commander asks of you?”

      “Isn’t that why he sent me to the barracks?”

      Eldridge grunted. “Is it? They are creatures of fire, powerful in ways that we cannot understand. Do you think they care to involve themselves in our fight?”

      “You make it sound like they’re intelligent enough to decide. They’re animals. They act out of instinct and training. And Rens has decided they should attack Ter.”

      “If that’s what you believe, then Alena has been a poor instructor,” Eldridge said.

      He turned to Alena, who made a circle around the area the draasin had lain. With a shaping of earth, she smoothed the ground clear, burying the dark blood that had dried atop the rock.

      She glanced up when Eldridge approached. “You will return?”

      “There’s something else here that I need to see,” he said. “Once I understand what it is, I’ll be back.”

      Alena closed her eyes for a moment and then turned south, as if searching for where the draasin had disappeared to. “With the increase in attacks, are you certain that it’s wise to go alone?”

      Eldridge smiled at her. “Ah, Alena, you know that I’m never alone.”

      With that, he took to the air and started south, quickly disappearing from view.

      Alena stared after him for a moment. “You will want answers.”

      “I think I deserve answers.”

      She turned, anger flashing in her eyes. “Deserve? What makes you believe that you deserve anything?”

      “I’ve seen our people killed by them. I’ve seen what we’ve lost.” He still refused to tell her about Katya. Saying anything about that would only make him more emotional, and he was not about to let her see him that way. “They attack and destroy. How many cities have been razed by them? How many more will suffer because you’ve just healed one of them?”

      His voice rose as he spoke, and he forced himself to take a breath to calm himself. Would it matter if he got angry? Not with Alena, not after what he’d seen her capable of doing. Maybe this was part of the reason Lachen had sent him to the barracks.

      Had he suspected? Could he have known his hunters refused to hunt? That they healed draasin killed by other hunters?

      Jasn would need to tell him. He’d come to the barracks to learn to hunt the draasin. That had been his desire for revenge, to finally have a chance to destroy one of the creatures that had destroyed so much of him.

      “You know so little, Warrior Volth.” She spat his title, saying it with scorn. “You, who were once such a promising healer, and now…” She shook her head, her eyes filled with contempt as she stared at him. “Now you think only of death rather than finding healing for the one person most in need of it from you. If you must share with the commander what you’ve seen here, then so be it. But do so because you truly believe that what I have done is wrong.”

      She crafted a shaping and disappeared on a thunderbolt, leaving Jasn standing alone in Rens, once again trying to find answers.

      The last time he’d been in Rens, he’d wanted nothing more than to die. In a place like this, he almost had. He could still taste the blood from the attack and could still feel the heat from the unseen draasin, from the creature he knew was only feet away from him. Had he known then what he knew now… He probably would be no better equipped to face the draasin. What had he learned in his time at the barracks? Only that the lessons learned in Atenas were only the beginning, not the endpoint. That there were shapers like Alena and Calan, hell, even like Eldridge, infinitely more capable than him. He might know how to control the elements, but he had none of the delicate skill Alena demonstrated nor any of the raw strength Calan possessed. He might be the Wrecker of Rens, but he had only a fraction of their expertise.

      He needed to return to the barracks. Alena might not be willing to keep working with him, but maybe there would be another. Calan might take on another student, or one of the others. Someone had to be more willing to teach him, to show him how to hunt the draasin, to destroy them. Sharing what happened here might be the way to accomplish that.

      As Jasn crafted his traveling shaping, readying each of the elements that would pull him back to the barracks, a shadow swirled over him.

      He glanced up and saw a draasin flying overhead. Two spikes on the tail, so female. She swooped down and Jasn panicked, reaching for his sword, but couldn’t unsheathe it quickly enough.

      The draasin landed in front of him, and he realized she was much smaller than any he’d seen, even smaller than the little one in the barracks. She sniffed, tilting her head as she breathed in his scent. Heat billowed off her, but not with the same intensity as the larger were capable of producing.

      Was this a gift? Was he given an opportunity to slay this draasin and return with a talon as a prize? Perhaps that was all that was needed for him to return to the barracks and find a different instructor. Alena might be angry—Jasn could only imagine her rage upon learning that she had saved one only for him to kill another—but wasn’t that what he trained to do? At the very least, that was what he was supposed to be learning.

      The draasin stared at him, eyes wide as it did. Jasn had the distinct sense of air blowing around him, but his jacket didn’t move with it. A wave of nausea rolled through him, and he had a sense that he moved.

      Then it stopped.

      The draasin blinked and then flapped her wings as she blew hot air in his face.

      Jasn unsheathed his sword, readying a shaping. This one might be small, but it was still one of the draasin, and if he let it grow larger, then it would eventually attack like all the others. Rens would claim it, use it as they attacked…

      He took a step toward it and it stood in place, watching him with wide eyes. He had another sense of movement, and for a moment, he saw a reflection of himself in the draasin’s eyes, almost as if seeing through them. He was streaked in orange and red, and his sword glowed a cool blue.

      The draasin blinked and the image faded. Then she blew another breath of hot air at him with a snort.

      Was the damn creature playing with him?

      “Stupid animal,” he muttered, bringing his sword up. It was time to end this, regardless of the fact that this particular draasin seemed no more dangerous than a wolf cub. But like the wolf, the draasin would grow, and nips that were cute as a cub would one day have the capacity to tear throats open. It might not be deadly now, but it soon would be.

      The draasin eyed the sword and then flicked her tail quickly, catching Jasn on the wrist, sending his sword flying.

      Jasn grunted. His wrist stung where the draasin hit him, but not much more than that. Water healed him quickly enough but didn’t need to this time. Jasn went for his sword.

      The draasin crouched over it, licking the blade with her tongue, blackening it.

      This creature didn’t seem interested in attacking, apparently unconcerned with him in general. When he approached, she swung her tail again, stopping just short of hitting him. Then she snorted, hot air sending him staggering backward.

      “Damn you,” he said.

      The draasin flapped her wings and jumped back. Jasn grabbed his sword, noting the change in the blade. The draasin tipped one wing, pushing him, then she lowered her head and rested it on the ground at his feet.

      All it would take would be one sharp stab with his sword. He’d seen the shaping Calan had used on the larger one, and with one this size, it wouldn’t take nearly as much strength. The draasin lay almost as if waiting for him to strike.

      Katya would want him to do this, wouldn’t she? She’d have wanted him to finish what she started.

      After all the time he’d spent in Rens, this was what he had truly wanted. A chance for revenge. Only now that he had the chance, he hesitated.

      To Katya, he was a healer, never meant to see war, never meant to go to the border and face the death and violence found there. She wanted him to remain in Atenas until she returned, and then… They would have gone together.

      Only, they never had the chance. The draasin took that from them.

      So much had changed since her death, and not only for him.

      Who was he now? What kind of shaper was he meant to be? Was he to be the healer, the man who once wanted nothing more than to understand the way water worked within a person to exact healing, studying with some of the greatest healers known, or was he to be the Wrecker of Rens, the man who couldn’t die, the warrior willing to risk himself for whatever was necessary to see that Rens fell?

      Jasn knew he couldn’t be both. There was no way that he could be both healer and killer. By sending him to the barracks, Lachen had asked him to be the killer. That was what he had brought him to learn.

      Or had he? He had wanted him to learn from Alena.

      Had Lachen known? Was that why he chose him?

      This draasin might eventually grow larger, and it might one day attack, but that day was not today. How could he destroy something staring at him with eyes that seemed to know the struggle raging within him?

      Jasn slammed his sword into his sheath and took a step back.

      The draasin watched him, and the strange expression on her face changed. She stood on her back legs and snorted a finger of fire from her nostrils that wasn’t hot enough to reach him or to burn him.

      He stepped away and pulled the shaping to him, a troubled thought coming to him.

      What if he was neither the killer nor the healer? Who would he be then?
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        Within Rens, the change was starker as their people escaped danger. Those meant to lead never learned of their destiny. Those who would otherwise have lived lives of no consequence became something more.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Night began to settle in full, darkness filling the space around Ciara, leaving ever-lengthening shadows streaking around her. Cold wind shifted out of the north and she shivered, pulling the remains of her elouf tightly around her shoulders.

      The lizard switched its tail before turning to face her. It reached a long tongue across its lips and then nudged her again, pushing against her with its wide, thick head. There was a certain insistence to it that she’d noted before, and she stood, pushing up with her j’na.

      She stared across the rock. “What do you want from me now?”

      The more she spoke to the lizard, the more normal it felt, but when she returned to the villagers—if she returned… with as far away as she had wandered, she no longer knew if she’d be able to find them—she’d have to return to something closer to normal, and speaking to lizards was definitely not normal.

      The lizard pushed against her leg. If the lizard had its way, it would push her across the rock, away from the water, when she needed to return to the village and help guide them to the water.

      It hissed again, the suddenness of the sound splitting her ears. The last time the lizard had made that sound, the draasin had been attacked.

      “Stormbringer,” she swore.

      She turned her attention to the sky, but the growing darkness would make finding anything there difficult. The two little draasin had been attacked, but she hadn’t seen what happened to the larger one. Was that why the lizard was getting excited?

      The lizard pushed on her again. This time, it shoved her until she started walking. For such a small animal, it was strong. Ciara stumbled forward.

      “I’m going!”

      Now that she was moving, the lizard scurried past her. It paused to look back at her when she hesitated, as if it knew what she intended, and looked at her with eyes that suddenly seemed far too knowing for any animal.

      It hissed again, its tail switching with agitation.

      She shivered.

      What did she really know about this animal? It had saved her—she no longer doubted the lizard had been the reason she survived—and had brought her water, but now it appeared there was a price. The lizard used her, but for what purpose?

      Ciara continued after the lizard, and it turned again, seemingly satisfied.

      They walked away from the pool and the pile of gourds that had kept her alive. So far, thirst wasn’t an issue, but much farther and it would be. She should fight, turn and run back to the water, but every time she attempted to change directions, the lizard scurried in front of her and obstructed her.

      The rock around her began to change. Where it had been completely flat, now some variation began to appear. Cracks appeared, and she had to jump over them. The lizard simply weaved around them, navigating as if knowing exactly where to find them and how to avoid them.

      Then it stopped where the ground dropped off again in a ledge before starting again about ten feet below. If she went that way, getting back wouldn’t be easy. She wasn’t sure if she would even be able to make it back up this small climb, and then she would have to find a way up the massive shelf.

      The lizard pushed her again.

      She’d come this far. Why not farther?

      Ciara climbed down the rock and hung suspended by her fingers before dropping. She hit the ground and her ankle wobbled, then turned and finally gave out.

      Ciara fell and screamed, gripping her foot. Pain bloomed through her leg, shooting in waves. Blasted place, what was she thinking? She’d already been lucky not to hurt herself any more than she had. Why would she risk this when the village needed her?

      She had to see how badly she’d been injured. Stretching out her leg, she winced when she saw bone pushing against skin. There would be no walking away from this fall.

      The lizard somehow made it down the rock and nudged its head against her.

      “Get away,” she said. She bit back the tears threatening to spill down her eyes, but what did it matter if she wasted water? The gourds were all the way back by the pond, and she wouldn’t be able to walk. Crawling wasn’t an option, not with as far as she would have to go, even were she able to somehow make it up the wall.

      With sudden certainty, Ciara knew she would die out here.

      She lay back and stared up at the black sky. Of course she would die at night, in the darkness and without the warmth of the sun to kiss her last breaths.

      A hollow sense of peace overcame her at the finality of it all. Her father and the village would never know what had happened to her, but at least she’d done what she could for them and fought as long as she could. At least she’d learned that the draasin had not attacked on their own but had been forced by Ter.

      The lizard’s rough tongue ran along her leg, sending pain shooting through her again, stealing the sense of peace.

      “Leave me alone,” Ciara cried. Why couldn’t the blasted lizard just let her lie there? “I can’t help you anymore.” She pulled back, trying to kick with her good leg.

      The lizard crawled onto her leg. It was heavy and hurt as it sat on her.

      It worked its tongue along her leg, running it from her knee down to her ankle, focusing on where the bone pressed against her skin. The pain intensified, becoming unbearable, and Ciara screamed.

      Then the lizard crawled off her leg and curled up next to her head.

      Tears streamed down her cheek. “Why would you do that to me?” she asked it. “Why did you have to torment me? I thought…” She couldn’t finish. She thought what? That she and the lizard were friends? It was an animal, strange as it might be. Likely it would eat her as soon as she died.

      The lizard licked its tongue across its lips. It stood and circled her before sitting again by her feet. She’d propped herself up on her elbows, preparing to kick the lizard again, when she realized that something had changed.

      The pain in her ankle was gone.

      Carefully she pulled her injured leg back and ran her hand along it. Bone no longer pressed against the skin. She tried flexing her ankle and was able to do so without pain.

      Stormbringer! The lizard had healed her?

      She looked at it with a different light in her eyes. “What are you?”

      The lizard answered by blinking.

      Ciara laughed, getting to her feet. “Was that why you climbed onto the draasin? Were you healing it?”

      The lizard blinked again.

      “You healed me when I fell from the wall, didn’t you?” How badly had she been injured? She’d lain there for what seemed like days, with each passing moment thinking that the lizard was trying to peel her skin off, but it had been healing her.

      The lizard flicked its tail and nudged her with its head.

      Whatever this creature was, it was more than an animal. It was a gift from the Stormbringer.

      The lizard pushed her, getting her moving again.

      “Wherever you want me to go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They’d walked for most of the night before she rested in the shade of a rocky overhang, sleeping fitfully. She awoke to the lizard licking her arms and legs and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Ciara still didn’t know where the lizard wanted her to go. More plants began to grow throughout the gradually changing landscape, now almost hilly. A dry grass grew, at first sparsely, and now in a thick brown carpet that crunched beneath her sandals. The thick, waxy-leaved plants changed, growing taller and the leaves longer. Fewer and fewer plants had sharp thorns.

      After walking nearly two hours, they stopped near a small pool of water. The lizard took a few drinks and Ciara drank hungrily, wishing that her waterskin was still intact so that she wouldn’t have to depend on finding another watering hole like this. Drinking helped refresh her, and the sense of water returned. She hadn’t realized it had faded until it was back.

      She leaned on her j’na, looking all around. These lands were nothing like the rest of Rens. She had thought that finding water was enough, and maybe it was, but lands like this might mean real safety for the village. They would be far enough from Ter that they might be able to settle.

      “Is this what you wanted me to see?” she asked the lizard.

      It blinked, and Ciara had the sense that there was a reason the lizard had brought her here. She felt an urgency from it, but why? There was nothing around but a changing landscape. Not any threat to the lizard and no sign of the draasin.

      They continued onward. The lizard led, and Ciara no longer felt strange following the creature. Whatever else, she began to recognize that the lizard had a real intelligence, but she wondered if she really was safe following it. Something intelligent enough to guide her like this would have an agenda of its own, and it wouldn’t necessarily be the same as what Ciara wanted. And just because the lizard had healed her—twice now—didn’t mean it had her interests in mind.

      But she couldn’t simply ignore the fact that the lizard had helped her. Didn’t she owe it a little measure of trust?

      The sun was beginning to set by the time they found another pool of water. This was larger than the last, and as Ciara drank from it, she recognized that it was nearly as deep as the one she’d abandoned the gourds near. Trees actually grew in places, real trees with thick green leaves that unfurled to soak in the sunlight, not the burnt and dried stumps that she’d grown up knowing.

      “Where are we going?” she asked. “I can follow, but it would help if I knew what you wanted from me.”

      The lizard circled around her and then sat, looking up at her with its deep, wide eyes.

      “Fine.” She hadn’t really expected the lizard to answer, but there was a part of her that wondered if it might not be possible for the lizard to speak to her. The strange hissing when it had helped the draasin had almost seemed to call to her.

      She took another drink, letting the water spill down her cheeks, and even took a moment to wipe her face. She dipped her shaisa into the pool and tied it around her neck. Strange to think that she was stranded in the desert, searching for a way to help the village, and had found enough water to last for weeks, but now she had it all to herself. There was more water than she’d ever imagined, and for the first time in her life, she didn’t thirst.

      And she was alone.

      Not quite alone. The lizard kept her company, and Ciara believed that it would stay with her, not abandon her to the desert. Eventually they would reach whatever it was the lizard intended her to see, and then?

      Then she would have to figure out exactly what the lizard wanted from her.

      She waited, expecting it to nudge her and lead her someone else, but it never did. Ciara knelt by the pool, running her fingers through the cool liquid, thinking how nice it was to not struggle for something so basic, focusing on the depths of the water, staring into blue deeper than almost any she had ever seen. If she stared deep enough, if she listened hard enough, she thought she might even be able to reach to the heart of the Stormbringer.

      The Stormbringer was with her people at all times. They were dependent on his mercy, on another spate of storms, enough to leave pools of water that the nya’shin would collect. All prayed to him, begging for the violent and deadly storms that Rens was known for, knowing that life bloomed within the violence, or so the Stormcallers always said, and who could deny the change in the desert following the rains?

      It was in the depths of those storms that the people of Rens felt closest to him, feeling the raw and unmistakable power that he cast down. Were he to choose, they could have all the water they needed, enough to no longer suffer, enough for the village to truly settle, find a place to call home, more than the rocks they had clung to for years. Instead, the Stormbringer gave hints of what could be. Rare flashes of rain were followed by the pools of water, but they were nothing compared to the great storms.

      Ciara could count on one hand the great storms she’d experienced in her life. There were other storms, but none came with the same explosive energy or the same lasting effects. The great storms raged for days, sometimes weeks, and brought with them riches of water so that the people had all that they wanted, a taste of what waited for them after this life.

      As she trained to be nya’shin, she sat within the storms, each time hoping for a great storm, as they were the time when the Stormbringer was closest to them.

      Sitting and staring into the pool left her feeling as close as she ever had.

      She swirled her finger through the water again, reaching with water, straining for the connection. Could she sense the Stormbringer were she to focus hard enough?

      What she did sense was different, a change that hadn’t been there before.

      She lifted her head. The lizard was gone. It had been there only a moment before, she was certain, but how long had she been staring into the depths of the pool, thinking about the connection to the Stormbringer?

      Night had settled in full, and with it came the familiar chill wind that gusted across all of Rens, across the waste.

      Ciara got to her knees and focused on the connection to water. At first, she wasn’t sure what she detected, but as she concentrated, she realized what it was.

      The steady, rhythmic sound of a pulse.

      She lifted her j’na from its resting spot next to the pool and searched for the lizard. It had brought her here, and it had been the reason she remained, but now it was gone when she most needed to know why it had drawn her this far across Rens.

      Whoever came moved quickly and steadily. It was faster than she could run. Another moment or two and they would be here.

      Still there was no sign of the lizard.

      Ciara readied her spear, lifting it to her shoulder. She might be alone out here in the desert, but she was not helpless.

      Wind gusted around her, pressing against her face. Ciara shifted her veil to cover her mouth but still tasted a strange energy on the wind.

      Then the wind died.

      A thin man shrouded in shadows jumped to the ground and crossed his arms over his chest, seemingly unsurprised to see her. Dark hair at his temples reminded her of her father in some ways, but his sharp nose and angular chin were like no one in Rens.

      “Well then,” he said in a slightly accented voice as he walked past her, stopping at the pool and cupping his hands into it. He took a long drink, ignoring her presence for the moments that it took him to drink all that he wanted. When he stood, he faced her, and a tight smile curved his lips. “You’ve finally made it.”

      Ciara kept her j’na on her shoulder, ready to launch at the man. He faced her casually and had made no effort move, but if he controlled the wind, he might control other elements. “Made it where?”

      She used water to listen for his heart and heard nothing, yet his serene expression told her that this was a man unconcerned with finding her here and seemingly comfortable in his ability to keep her j’na from harming him. Given what she’d heard of shapers of Ter—if that was where he came from—he had nothing to fear from her.

      “You are shin,” he said, the accent to his voice twisting the word so that it came out all wrong, but the fact that he knew even some of her language was enough to almost lose focus. “You have the spear,” he said, pointing toward her j’na, “though the tip is different than any I’ve ever seen before. Not osidan,” he went on, his eyes narrowing and his lips pursed. “It almost appears as if you made it from glass.” His smile widened. “Of course you would. Draasin glass. That would be most effective, I would think. Hard enough not to break and sharp enough to take an edge.” He stepped closer and eyed her spear, then reached toward it. Ciara jerked it away and jabbed toward him. “Yes. I think you will need to find a different way to lash them together. Osidan takes to the wood, molding around it, but draasin glass… That takes something else, I think. A different touch.”

      Ciara wasn’t sure what to make of this man. He seemed to know about her people, and about the j’na, but his dress and sword made him a man of Ter. The enemy of her people. All Ter wanted was death, both for her people and for Rens.

      “Why shouldn’t I spill your blood here?” Ciara asked.

      “You think that you could? And in this place?” the man asked.

      Ciara’s gaze skipped past him for a moment before darting back to his face. He hadn’t moved and made no effort to attack. Water told her that he didn’t use any shaping, but then, she wasn’t sure she would know for certain if he did. What did she know about the power used by Ter?

      “You don’t know about this place, do you?” he asked slowly. The man turned away and circled slowly around the pool of water. He studied the ground as he made a loop before stopping in front of her. “After all the time I’ve spent trying to reach you.”

      He turned his head to the side, surveying the ground. “Which one brought you here? Not the draasin, or I’d know. Not many use this place in these lands.”

      “Many what? Do you mean the lizards?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed, and then he barked out a laugh, shaking his head. “Sneaky bastard. Figures it would be nobelas. That the reason the speared draasin still lives?”

      Ciara nearly dropped the spear. “Who are you?”

      The man shook his head and stepped away from her. As he did, darkness and shadow seemed to swallow him.
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        The elementals can heal man, but is the opposite true?

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn approached the barracks late that night. A gentle rain fell, dripping through the trees, falling off the leaves and dropping onto his head. He made no effort to wipe away the drops falling on him and didn’t bother to pull up the hood of his cloak.

      The cool bite to the air held the earthy scent of the rain. Since coming here, rain had been infrequent, fewer than the storms found in Atenas. At least those offered the opportunity to learn and study, and for someone inclined toward water as he was, the storms were refreshing in many ways. He hadn’t been aware of how much he’d missed the rain before now.

      The camp was quiet as he neared, with none of the normal activity he was accustomed to hearing. Jasn expected the sounds of celebration from Calan’s return, or perhaps the conversation around the fire that was so frequent at night, but there was none of that. The forest around the barracks was silent.

      Had something happened since he’d left?

      It had taken him longer to return than he would have liked. He didn’t have the ability to simply shape himself back to the barracks, being unable to find it the same way a shaper like Alena managed. Whereas he could simply shape himself to Atenas, or Fels, or even Masul, the masking that prevented him from easily seeing the barracks also prevented him from easily returning. He’d been forced to travel to Masul, finding a strange irony that he came back to the same town where he’d been attacked, and from there, he’d walked through the forest.

      The time had given him a chance to clear his head. In the time since leaving Rens, he realized he should have simply ended the draasin. Young or not, the creature would one day be deadly enough to kill, and Jasn shouldn’t have given it the opportunity to reach that point.

      The other decision he’d reached was what he would tell Lachen. The commander needed to know what was happening with the barracks, especially if there was something he could do anything about. The entire purpose of the barracks was to hunt, and if some of those who stayed here chose not to hunt, then Lachen needed to know.

      Did he even know what the scholars used the barracks for? Did he care that the scholars seemed to side with Rens?

      He would need to care.

      Jasn topped a rise and sensed a void below him. The pen, and the other away from the camp. He had started to turn from it when he sensed a flaring heat and thought he heard the distant sound of the draasin, like a call for help.

      He shouldn’t hear anything through the stone pen, shielded as it was from the rest of the forest.

      He needed to return to the camp, but something pushed him down the hill, away from the barracks. Curiosity, or maybe a feeling, or maybe even the guiding hand of the Creator, forcing him toward the draasin. Jasn had never been a religious man, and less so since learning of Katya, but he felt compelled in a way he couldn’t explain.

      Near the edge of the trees, he stopped. An energy radiated away from the clearing and he could see nothing but darkness at the center. Was the pen no longer here? Or had he imagined the sense that drove him here? When he’d found this place before, Alena had dragged him away, annoyed that he had found it. What would she do if she found him here again? And how would he respond?

      Stepping forward, a steady energy slipped over his skin.

      And then a flash of light.

      Flames that hadn’t been visible outside the clearing roared around him. A draasin, all black scales and spikes, stood chained in the middle of the clearing, heavy stone binding him at the wings and holding him to the ground. The chain binding his snout was missing, leaving him free to spew fire. He threw his head from side to side, thrashing wildly.

      It took Jasn a moment to realize why.

      Thenas stood near one of the draasin’s wings. He held his broadsword overhand and hacked down, shredding the creature’s thin wing using a powerful shaping that combined each of the elements. With each sweep of the sword, he let out a victorious scream.

      The draasin roared as well, thrashing as he attacked.

      Jasn stood frozen for a moment.

      He understood what motivated Thenas. The man had been badly injured by one of the draasin, and in a way that Jasn might never understand. Had Jasn not healed him, it was possible Thenas wouldn’t have survived.

      There was a wild anger in him that flared with each violent strike.

      Was that what he had been like while in Rens? Was that what he had become?

      Thenas lifted his sword again, this time almost to the base of the wing. One more swipe and he’d sever it.

      Jasn leapt forward on earth and water, unsheathing in a flash, and caught Thenas’s sword as it crashed down.

      The draasin whipped his head around, and for a moment, Jasn feared the animal might attack him in anger for what Thenas had done.

      “What are you doing?” Jasn asked, pushing Thenas back with as much strength as he could draw. Pulling on an earth shaping, he forced Thenas back, driving him away from the draasin and trying to put some space between of them.

      “Back away, Volth. This isn’t your concern.” Thenas shaped earth and wind and tried to push past, but Jasn deflected the shaping and swung his sword around, sending Thenas dancing back a step.

      “No? I was the one who healed you. That makes your safety my concern.”

      Thenas hesitated. “I’ll thank you later. I need this. Calan saw what happened to me. He’ll never pass me on after what happened, but if I can return with a prize, a talon, some proof that I can hunt—”

      “This isn’t hunting,” Jasn said. “This creature is trapped. It can’t fight back. Hunting is…” Jasn wasn’t sure how to describe what hunting of the draasin would be, but it wasn’t this. “Stop this before Alena finds out.”

      Thenas lifted his sword, holding it away from his body in a ready stance. “Alena. Calan knows that she refuses to kill them. You think the commander doesn’t know? And if they’re both in on it, the Council will find out.”

      “The commander doesn’t know anything about Alena.”

      “Maybe it’s time that he does.” Thenas took a single step back, motioning with his sword. “And you. What are you doing here? Did she send you to check on her pets?”

      Jasn laughed and shook his head. “She doesn’t trust me enough for something like that.” And he didn’t trust her, either. Whatever else, he didn’t know what motivated Alena. Maybe nothing but a desire to help Ter, but from what he’d seen, that wasn’t clear.

      “Why stop me, then?”

      Jasn chanced a look at the draasin. He strained against the chains but couldn’t do anything. Every so often, he spewed a streamer of flame from his nostrils, but the flame sputtered and was weaker with each time. The heat radiating from it began to die off, fading as the effect of Thenas’s attack took hold. Even stopping Thenas wouldn’t necessarily prevent the draasin from dying, not at this point.

      “Because I can see this isn’t right.”

      Thenas pursed his lips and swung his sword, whistling it through the air. “And you know what’s right?”

      “Not for a long time I didn’t, but I think I’m beginning to understand.”

      Thenas glanced from Jasn to the draasin. For a moment, Jasn thought Thenas might simply give up and disappear, but a grim determination spread across his face. “Then your death falls on you.”

      Thenas attacked.

      Before leaving for Rens, Jasn had worked with some of the best swordmasters in Atenas. All warriors in training learned to use the sword, and some picked up the lessons better than others. Jasn considered himself proficient. Skilled enough not to die quickly if it were to come down to him and his sword, but not as skilled as those who studied at the sword daily. Thenas would have given any of the masters in Atenas a challenge.

      It wasn’t only his ability with the sword. That was impressive enough. It was the shapings that accompanied the attack. Jasn was only beginning to understand how little he knew about shaping. Learning in Atenas, he’d thought he was skilled, and his time in Rens had made him a strong shaper, but coming to the barracks and studying had taught him that there were differences between strength and skill, sometimes so profound that it was hard to even imagine they were doing the same thing. And Thenas had studied here for years and was nearly a fully trained instructor. His ability with shaping far outstripped what Jasn could accomplish.

      Thenas knew it too.

      He held nothing back, darting from stance to stance, swinging his sword with incredible precision. Jasn just barely managed to hold on, blocking as he could, healing himself as needed when Thenas’s sword caught him, but he couldn’t keep it up. Doing so forced him to split too much of his focus, driving him to pay more attention to keeping himself alive rather than stopping Thenas.

      With a quick flick of his wrist, he caught Thenas’s sword. Warrior swords were forged out of hardened steel, made by the finest smiths in Ter. Thenas’s sword snapped when it struck Jasn’s, one piece flying away from the clearing.

      Thenas frowned and flipped the remains of his sword away, then quickly grabbed a pair of long knives at his waist. He swung these with even more control than he had his sword, parrying Jasn’s less focused movements.

      Then Thenas slipped past his guard and stabbed his shoulder. Jasn cried out and dropped his sword, throwing himself to the side to prevent any further attack. Already, the flesh began to mend.

      “You should have left this alone,” Thenas said, grabbing Jasn’s sword and turning his focus back to the draasin, ignoring Jasn.

      He staggered, feeling dizzy. How much strength had he wasted shaping healings during the attack? He’d lost track of how many times Thenas had cut him, but the tattered remains of his cloak told him it was more than a dozen. Any one of which could have ended him.

      Blood poured out from the latest cut. Jasn pressed his hand against the wound and let the rain drip into his palm, part of him amused that he would die here in the barracks at the hand of another warrior.

      But he didn’t have to, did he? There was water enough that he could draw on the strength within the element itself. Doing so was different than shaping but was one of the first things he’d ever learned. Jasn drew on the water, on the rain itself, feeling the connection coursing through him. It required no strength in shaping, nothing like the control that was required when he manipulated the elements. This was more of a submission, giving in to the power of water, letting it surge through him, feeling the way it flowed not only from the sky but also through his veins…

      The clang of metal striking metal caused him to snap his eyes open.

      Sitting up, careful not to put pressure on his injured side, Jasn blinked water away from his eyes. Thenas stood, locked sword to sword with Alena. She whispered something softly, but Jasn still couldn’t hear.

      “Calan will learn of this,” Thenas said.

      “Tell him what you want,” Alena said coolly.

      Thenas swung his sword around, swiping in two quick movements, but Alena blocked each one. He tried again, but again Alena blocked him. Thenas was power and precision where Alena was fluidity and grace. The shapings Thenas used in his attack were nothing compared to the control Alena possessed.

      Even Thenas realized that he couldn’t beat her.

      He tried again, but with a tight flip of her blade, she caught Thenas under his arm and he dropped Jasn’s sword.

      Thenas took a step back, nearly to the edge of the clearing. He glanced from Alena to Jasn and shook his head. “You think you can protect them? These… beasts are the reason Ter suffers! I’ve learned enough to prove to the Council what happens here.”

      Thenas disappeared into the darkness.

      Alena laid her hands on the dying draasin, ignoring the way he swung his tail and the way his head flipped from side to side. She whispered shushing sounds, and Jasn felt the shaping build from her, one of water and wind, a strange combination. It layered over the draasin, and then she pressed, at first gently but then with more urgency.

      “What are you doing?” Jasn asked, picking up his sword as he reached her and sliding it back into his sheath.

      “You know what I’m doing. Now, are you going to stand there gaping, or are you going to help?”

      “I don’t know how to help. You haven’t shown me—”

      “If you’d stop complaining about what I haven’t shown you and start focusing on what I have, you might be useful. And this isn’t anything I can show you.”

      “How am I supposed to help?” he asked. His shoulder no longer hurt where Thenas had stabbed him, and he raised his hands as he had seen Alena and Wyath do while working with the draasin.

      She pulled her focus away and nodded at his wounded shoulder. “How? You managed to heal yourself and you ask what you should do?”

      “I can shape water—”

      “That was no shaping,” she said.

      She stared at him as if he were an idiot, and in some ways, Jasn thought he might be. “What else would it be?”

      She sighed, casting her gaze around the clearing. “You think all this a shaping? You think that everything you’ve seen from me is about learning more shaping skill?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      She shook her head slightly. “Maybe you’re not what Eldridge had hoped.”

      Jasn frowned. “What does he have to do with anything?”

      Alena nodded to the draasin. “Here. Place your hands,” she demanded.

      Jasn didn’t want to be so close that he actually touched it, but after what he’d seen Alena capable of, he wasn’t about to anger her, either. He took a careful step toward the draasin, keeping his arms raised as he did, and reached toward its scaled side. Alena grunted and grabbed his wrist, forcing him forward so that his face was practically speared by the draasin. He pulled back, trying to fight, but she was strong and used a shaping he didn’t recognize.

      “Listen,” she said.

      Jasn tried sensing, using fire and wind, the elements that she’d held away from him every time she’d tested him. Nothing came to him but the sense of heat and the feeling of the wind slowly pulling at his hair. He tried earth and water, but neither gave him any sense of the draasin.

      “I don’t—” he began, but the steady tapping of the rain pulled on him, calling to him, drawing him toward the draasin. Through it, Jasn found a connection and pulled on the rain, on the water itself, as he listened.

      He sensed the way the draasin’s heart beat in his chest, the steady pulsing of blood in his veins, the ragged raw pain the draasin felt where Thenas had shredded his wing.

      “You hear it, don’t you?” Alena asked.

      “With water sensing.”

      She sniffed. “Water sensing. That’s not water sensing, just as what I do is not fire shaping, regardless of what some like Calan seem to think.”

      Jasn felt the way the rain coursed over the draasin, each drip striking the scales. Some drops turned to steam, but not so many that the water didn’t guide him to what was wrong, pulling on him with an urgency to fix and change, much as it once did when he first learned water shaping. He let the power flow through him, let it guide him, slowly at first, reluctantly, and then with more abandon. It drew knowledge and guidance from him but provided the necessary strength. He felt it as the wing knitted together, healed by his shaping. He felt the way the muscles and tendons severed by Thenas’s violent attack slowly pulled back into place. Through the connection with water, he sensed it as the draasin’s pain finally eased.

      The draasin tossed his head and Jasn took a step back and stumbled. The draasin turned his head and met Jasn’s eyes, fixing him with a hard, yellow-eyed stare. He waited for fire to erupt from its nostrils, for the draasin to burn him as Thenas had been burned, but it didn’t come.

      The draasin lowered his head and settled it onto the ground.

      “He is thankful for what you did,” Alena said softly.

      Jasn scrambled back, getting out of the way of the draasin’s attack zone. “Thankful. How would you know?”

      Alena reached a hand toward the draasin, and the large animal turned his head toward her, letting her touch one of the massive spikes atop his head. She smiled and whispered something, and this time, Jasn thought he could almost hear what she said, but then the sound was gone, caught by the wind or buried by the rain and disappearing. The creature let out a soft breath of hot air, steam mixing with the mist spraying from his hot back, and curled his tail up around him. Wings folded in, now healed by Jasn’s shaping, only the stone chains binding him in place, not injury.

      She turned to Jasn and sighed. “Because I can speak to the draasin.”
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        The priests claim that in the beginning of time, two great powers battled for supremacy. From Light sprang all that we know, the power of the elements, and all life. Darkness would destroy creation, which is why it must remain contained. The college has seen darkness escape once, and we barely survived.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara marched across the rock, following the strange man as they made their way ever onward. He never slowed the pace and didn’t bother to speak, as if unconcerned about her. When she risked a glance in his direction, she noted the shadowed man walked with a confidence that made it seem that he knew right where he was taking her.

      Was this the same shadowed man she’d seen the first night? Now that the lizard had disappeared, was this the reason it had? Maybe the lizard had brought her to this man.

      A part of her wished he would get whatever he intended over with. If he meant to kill her, why wouldn’t he simply do that? The shapers of Ter had killed so many of her people, why did he hesitate with her? And why did he care if she went with him?

      She kept her j’na gripped tightly, ready to throw it at him the first moment she found, but doing so required turning, and he would notice that. No, she needed to find the right moment, and then… then she could be free of him.

      She saw no further sign of the lizard. What had the man called it? Nobelas? A strange word, one tinged with meaning in her people’s language, but he wouldn’t know that, would he? Maybe he would. He knew about the j’na, and he knew about her.

      That the lizard hadn’t returned felt like an abandonment, though she knew it shouldn’t. With it by her side, she hadn’t been alone, not really, but now she felt isolated. Scared.

      They stopped at a small pool of water where he allowed her to drink. “How did you find me?” she asked after filling her stomach. It still rumbled. It had been hours since she’d eaten anything, and that had been one of the strange gourds the lizard had brought her.

      “Find? You practically called me to you, didn’t you?”

      Ciara shook her head, but the man couldn’t see it. “I didn’t call anything. I was trying to find…” She hesitated, not wanting to admit the weakness of her people. Likely Ter would only use it against her.

      “What? Water?”

      She glared at him and said nothing.

      He smiled at her, a flash of teeth that seemed too white in the fading light. “You think you followed water, but I think you were drawn by something else. A deeper desire than simply thirst, don’t you think?”

      The arrogance in his voice annoyed her. He was close enough that she could throw her spear, but she needed to draw him closer. Then she would do it. Once free of him, she could return to the village. Plenty of water could be found here, but would she risk them to find it, or should they wait for the Stormbringer to provide what they needed?

      “What else would it be?” The sense of water had been what drove her to cross the waste, what had brought her away from the village, hoping to find a way to help her people, hadn’t it?

      “Answers will come soon enough.” He hesitated, the flash of smile returning. “If you choose.”

      He motioned her onward, and they started into the darkness. His feet tapped rhythmically across the ground as he went, guiding them forward. There was something familiar to it, though she wasn’t sure why. A steady beat came, almost a drumming, so that Ciara felt pulled along, lulled by the sound. She found her feet stepping in time with the beat so that she kept pace with the man. Darkness swallowed him, and the cold air made Ciara shiver. There wasn’t even a moon tonight to light the way, as if the Stormbringer wanted wherever this man brought her to be a surprise.

      Because of the darkness, without the man’s tapping, she wouldn’t know for certain where it was safe to walk. She followed the sounds, and the farther she went, the less inclined she was to try to escape.

      What was wrong with her? First she’d followed a lizard across the desert, and now she willingly went with this strange man? She was supposed to find water, a way for her people to survive, not… whatever this was.

      She passed a shape on the ground and leaned toward it, but the man pulled on her. Not only the man, but darkness itself seemed to pull on her.

      Ciara jerked her arm away and swung her j’na.

      She’d moved quickly, using the sound of his steps on the rock to guide her. The spear whistled through the air but somehow passed through him, as if he faded into the night before reappearing, her j’na clattering harmlessly against the rock.

      “That won’t be necessary.” He stared at her spear, eyeing the shapes carved into the shaft. He moved away from it, a look of disgust on his face.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Her voice shook like her hand as she had held her spear. He did nothing to stop her. How had it simply passed through him? She’d known the shapers of Ter to be powerful, but what she’d seen from him was more than what she could have imagined. If her spear wouldn’t harm him, what point was there in fighting?

      “I’ve already told you.”

      “You said I called, but I didn’t.”

      He shrugged.

      “At least tell me where you’re taking me.”

      He tapped his foot twice, and then motioned her onward again. Ciara started forward reluctantly, but what choice did she have now that her spear couldn’t harm him?

      “Not taking. Leading,” he said.

      “They’re the same when a shaper forces you.”

      “Shaper? Is that what you think me?”

      “What else would you be?” she demanded.

      He laughed, a dark sound that filled the night. “Did you not choose to come here?”

      “I came because my people needed me to come.”

      As close as they stood together, she couldn’t sense him nearby. She noted the way her blood pulsed, and Ciara wasn’t surprised to realize that it beat in time with the tapping of his foot. Other sources of water were out in the night, more than she’d ever detected before. Now that it was dark, she’d resorted to reaching out for water again, almost unintentionally. There were small pools scattered all around, enough to keep nya’shin busy for days. The village would never thirst with this much water available.

      Beyond the local collections of water was another source, much larger than anything she’d ever detected. She’d thought that the pool near the rocks had been what she sensed, but what if it was not? What if what she’d sensed before crossing the waste was still out here somewhere?

      “Was that truly the reason? Not because you wished to claim power? To understand how to control the draasin? To chase water?”

      The words thrummed through her, echoing her hidden desire. “My village—”

      “Still lives, if you were wondering,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      He turned to her and sniffed softly. She imagined that he smiled at her, or maybe sneered at her stupidity. Wind whipped around him and she felt it pulling at her, threatening to lift her into the air.

      Of course he would know. If he was a shaper of Ter, likely he had been watching the village. But if that were the case, why hadn’t he attacked? What purpose was there for him to simply watch?

      Blasted shapers. What did they want with Rens? They’d already taken so much, leaving the people with nothing. And now they dragged her away, forcing her even farther from the village.

      Ciara realized that he’d stopped. The steps now silent, and she turned to find him waiting for her.

      “One of the nya’shin found a source of water and led them to it,” he said. “Your village is safe, Ciara S’shala.”

      She shivered. Had she given him her full name?

      And then there was what he’d said about Fas. If what he said was true—and she didn’t know whether she should believe him or not—at least he’d made it back. She should be thankful that the village wouldn’t suffer because she’d failed to return, but there was a part of her that wished she had been the one to find water.

      As usual, she’d failed at it. Were she able to control water, not only seek it, she might have been more useful to her people. She might have been a true nya’shin. Instead… here she was, forced across the empty Rens waste, and for what?

      “The Stormbringer provided,” Ciara whispered to herself. That was the only explanation.

      The man grunted. “Stormbringer. Your people have strange beliefs, thinking that you should only prosper after the rain. Would you pray to the same Stormbringer if you lived in a place where rain fell daily? What about where water splashes against the shore in great frothy sprays?”

      “You can’t understand. You are not of Rens.” The Stormbringer had always been a harsh god to her people, but the only one who had ever provided. There were other gods, such as Nightfall and Alasand, but they had never served the people of Rens. Ciara feared the darkness of Nightfall, and Alasand ruled over the bright, deadly sun. Only the Stormbringer had given them hope and a chance for survival.

      The man laughed and tapped the staff on the ground. “Too true. Perhaps you will believe in a different god when you reach our destination.”

      “I believe in only the Stormbringer’s mercy.”

      The man laughed again and waved his staff to push her onward and deeper into the darkness.

      They walked for hours, rarely talking, only the steady tap, tap, tap of his feet for company. She no longer felt as if she had a choice, rather that she had to go with this man. Most of the time, the darkness made him invisible to her, leaving him nothing but the tapping sound. Ciara was aware of the way her heart beat in time with the rhythm of the steps, almost as if it didn’t want to compete.

      Another hour passed. And then another. She passed shapes on the ground, but each time she tried to look, shadows pulled her on. Slowly, light began to resolve in the distance. At first it was faint, and she wondered if most of the night had already passed. It was possible they had simply walked all the way through, but she didn’t think so. By her estimate, there were still a few hours remaining before dawn came in full. What were the lights, then?

      They stopped at a watering hole. This one would have been large enough for the village to use for days. Now, she had it all to herself, and she drank all that she wanted. There was a certain panic that she felt when the man pulled her away. Without a waterskin, she still hated the idea of leaving without some way of bringing enough with her. That had been the reason she’d nearly died. Had the lizard not brought the gourds to her, she would have.

      Where had the blasted animal gone? She’d barely thought of him since meeting this man, but she found that she missed his company and wished that he was still with her. At least she felt she had a choice then, even if the lizard had hissed at her to force her where it wanted her to go. With the shaper, did Ciara really have a choice? Could she?

      Another hour passed as they continued on. The distant lights grew increasingly bright, a soft greenish hue curved atop the horizon. A city? No, the lights were too consistent and too bright to come from any city. Ciara had no experience with cities, but candles and lanterns didn’t burn with that sort of sickly green light.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      The man didn’t answer but chose to walk alongside her now rather than behind her. She’d given up the idea of catching him with her spear. As much as anything, she was curious what she might find.

      The closer they got to the source of the light, the clearer his face became, making him something more than simply a shadow in the darkness who tapped his way along as they walked. Lines on his face catching shadows began to smooth, making him more youthful and foreign at the same time. Dark hair reflected the soft light, leaving him with a strange, almost translucent appearance.

      They made their way down a rocky decline, forcing Ciara to pick her way carefully. Her ankle injury was nothing more than a memory, leaving her wondering if maybe the injury might not have been imagined. Could she simply have dreamt the whole thing? Maybe this was the dream. Or a nightmare. Finding a strange man, one of the deadly shapers of Ter, leading her across the rock toward some unknown lights…

      Maybe, she realized, she had died. What if this was the way the Stormbringer led her into the next life, away from this one? Surely she should have died on the rock from lack of water, or either one of her falls. It seemed impossible to believe that there was some sort of magical lizard that had helped her and had scared away the fox trying to attack.

      Or maybe she still lived and this was a sickness dream, a trick of her tired and weak mind trying to find meaning in the time before she died.

      Ciara stumbled and a sudden gust of bitterly cold wind lifted her, carrying her to the ground.

      She tried running before the shaping faded, leaving her to sprawl across the rock and nearly lose her spear, scraping her knees through her tattered elouf. Scrambling forward, she tried getting to her feet and pulled away from the man. There was something wrong about the way the wind touched her and carried her. Too many of her people had died because of those shapings, too many lost because of suffocating winds or storms that simply descended from the sky.

      “You think I’ve come to harm you? I’ve come to offer you something greater, something more than you could ever imagine, but you have to be willing.”

      Ciara curled her arms around her body and backed away from him. “Don’t use that on me again,” she warned. What did he think to show her? He spoke of power, but what could he teach her?

      “There will come a time when you won’t fear the touch of the wind or the heat of the sun.”

      “I don’t fear those things. I fear the shaper who controls them.”

      “Hmm,” he said. “What if you controlled them?”

      He reached toward her j’na before withdrawing his hand and started off, this time in front of her, leaving his back exposed.

      Ciara lifted her j’na and considered. She could throw it again, take the opportunity to catch him in the back, but what would that make her? She wouldn’t be any better off than she was now and would be left more lost than anything. At least now she had the hope that he knew where he led her.

      More than that, she felt a rising thrill at the possibility he offered. What if she really could learn to shape? Wasn’t that what she wanted?

      The closer she got to the light, the less it seemed pure and simple. Shapes seemed to move within it, dark shadows that flickered at the edge of her vision streaking to join into the light.

      Ciara’s heart began fluttering as fear rose within her.

      Whatever they approached wasn’t natural. Power left her skin tingling and the hair on her arms standing on end. The air smelled of heat and rain and earth and ash, a strangely intoxicating scent that left her swooning.

      Light slowly reached her, calling her forward.

      She staggered and leaned on her j’na, catching herself before falling. Her hand gripped the carvings set into the wood by her father and she squeezed, wishing she could see him again. How disappointed must he be that she had not returned?

      The light swallowed her.

      Ciara looked for the man, but he was gone. Where was he?

      Had he led her across the waste only to torment her?

      Then she felt a presence at her side and saw what appeared to be shadows drawing toward her in a shape that vaguely reminded her of the man. He took her hand and squeezed with strength, becoming more visible as if solidifying his presence with the gesture.

      Ciara squeezed back, terror clenching her chest, and she had to force herself to breathe, to continue onward.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked softly.

      “You ask the wrong question,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      “What’s the right question?”

      “You’ll have to submit, and you’ll learn.” His voice was a soft seduction. “Come with me, and you’ll have answers. You’ll have to come willingly. I can’t force you into this.”

      She moved forward, unable to control herself, forced to walk or propelled by a shaping from this man, giving lie to his claim. Either could be the case, but Ciara could no longer tell the difference. Her j’na dragged alongside her, and the strength leached from her arm so that she struggled even to lift it. The draasin-glass tip touched the ground and she tripped, falling backward and jabbing the j’na into the ground.

      With a grunt, she caught herself before falling completely. The shaft of the spear began to catch streamers of the green light all around her, reflecting it outward. Ciara tried lifting the spear from the ground but couldn’t. The draasin-glass tip had been buried too deeply. She was pulled by the man, but she refused to leave her j’na.

      “I can’t force you to come with me,” he said again, but why did he pull on her? “I can teach you to save your people. I can show you power, teach you to shape, to draw water like a true nya’shin.”

      As if to emphasize what he said, the awful light around her intensified. She squeezed her eyes closed but still couldn’t force out the brightness. He pulled on her hand, and she knew that all she had to do was let go. Could she believe him? Didn’t he offer her exactly what she wanted?

      But what would she lose? She knew nothing about the man, nothing except the fact that he wanted her to leave her j’na behind, but the j’na was a part of her, and she was nya’shin, even if she couldn’t shape. Her father had claimed her when he gave her the j’na.

      Another sensation reached her, a strange and rough sense drawing across her leg. It burned, tearing at her flesh, almost making her release the j’na. Ciara reached down with her free hand to find the lizard licking at her. It pushed against her leg, driving her from the light.

      “Where have you been? You shouldn’t be here. If he sees you…”

      “You must come.” This time the shadow man’s voice was more urgent, but strangely distant as well.

      He stepped toward her, and darkness sizzled around him. The lizard shoved against her legs as if helping her to resist the shadow man, knocking her into the j’na, freeing it from the ground.

      Light exploded and then faded, leaving nothing but spots of color and an afterimage, as if she’d stared too deeply into the sun. Even that began to fade, leaving her with nothing but an empty sense of the light she’d seen that she somehow missed.

      “Another time,” the shadow man said, his voice fading with the light.

      Ciara swallowed. Night had returned, but there was a different quality to it. Less of the cold and more of a steady warmth that blew across the waste. The lizard still pushed on her, driving her back, and Ciara didn’t resist.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      The lizard licked her leg again and nudged her more gently this time.

      A voice filled her head, and she knew with certainty that it came from the lizard, but not what it meant.

      Darkness comes. You were chosen.

      Ciara blinked, surprised she had just heard the lizard. “Why was I chosen? Is that where you were taking me?”

      You must fight the darkness. You must fight the drawing of night. All will suffer if you fail.
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        I fear a great fracture exists. Already they have begun attacks, using strange weapons, diverting our attention from the real threat. I’ve spent too much time studying the war, and nearly overlooked this other danger. Hopefully, others have not, or we might be too late.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “Can I see him?” Jasn asked.

      He stood at the door to Cheneth’s dorm, waiting to see how Wyath was doing, still not certain about what happened with Alena. After healing Wyath, he’d managed to carry him as far as this building, but Jasn hadn’t discovered what happened to him in the time since he’d gone with Alena. Could it only have been earlier today?

      So much had transpired since then, too much for Jasn to wrap his mind around. Alena had healed the draasin, hell, he’d healed one of them, and she’d claimed to speak to them. How was that even possible?

      She hadn’t given him any answers, only led him back to the barracks in silence. Jasn hadn’t wanted to return to his dorm, not certain that he could sleep anyway, and found himself wandering here.

      Cheneth stood with arms crossed over his chest, the sleeves of his robe draping down toward his waist and fluttering in the lantern light, sending strange shadows sliding across the ground. Thick spectacles were smeared with ink. Had Jasn not had his other experience with Cheneth, he might think the old man grandfatherly. Now he saw him as almost dangerous.

      “You may see him,” Cheneth said after a pause. He stepped aside and let Jasn inside.

      A cot had been brought in and was pushed to the side of the wall. A basin of water rested next to it, and a rag lay over the top of the basin, dripping onto the stone floor. Wyath lay atop the cot, a thin sheet covering him from the waist down, leaving his top half exposed. Ropy muscle lined with old scars covered his chest.

      Wyath breathed slowly, but he breathed. After the chain falling on him, nearly crushing him, Jasn should be pleased that he still breathed at all.

      “Has he awoken yet?” Jasn asked.

      “Not yet. You did well with your healing,” Cheneth said. “Tell me, how long did you study with Oliver?”

      “Long enough to know that there were things I did that I should not.”

      “Is that what you were told?”

      Jasn sighed. He hadn’t been told anything.

      “You have questions,” Cheneth said.

      Jasn looked up but didn’t know what to say. What could he say after what he’d seen today? “I have a few.”

      “Alena came to me. She told me what happened and that you have passed the first trial.”

      Had he not heard her claim to speak to the draasin, he might have thought what Cheneth told him the most impossible thing to believe. “There was no trial,” he answered.

      “It’s up to the instructor to decide when the first trial is passed.” Cheneth motioned for Jasn to follow as he made his way over to his desk. “It’s been years since any made it through her first trial,” he said. “The last who attempted…” The scholar shrugged, as if the fact that someone had died under Alena’s instruction mattered so little. “Well, she was not ready. Not all are, particularly for what Alena can teach.”

      With that, Jasn knew with certainty that Cheneth knew Alena’s secret. “And what can she teach?” He took a seat across the table from the scholar, sitting uncomfortably. He shifted his sword to find a way to better situate it and found the blade strangely warm. What had the draasin done when the damn thing licked his blade?

      “There’s a war, Jasn. All of us have to determine which side of it we’re on.”

      “I know which side I’m on.”

      “Do you?” Cheneth sat back and steepled his hands together atop his desk, fixing Jasn with a curious smile.

      “I’m on the side of Ter.”

      “Ah, yes. Ter. A place of great learning, where the famed Tower of Atenas teaches young shapers the way to control the elements.”

      “You would have shapers learn a different way?”

      He laughed softly. “You think only of control. In that, you are so much like your childhood friend. But control is not real, not when dealing with the elements, and not when there are elementals with more control than you can ever know.”

      “Elementals?”

      Cheneth set his hands on the table and picked up his pen and tapped it against his chin. “What do you think powers the elements, Jasn? What do you think pushes this world forward?”

      “The Creator brought light from the darkness, granting some men the ability to harness the elements,” he answered, speaking the words taught by the priests. Some claimed the connection to the elements brought them closer to the Creator, but Jasn had never felt that to be true. Using the elements always felt like fighting a raging torrent, always a constant battle for control. It was nothing like when he submitted to water…

      “The Creator. And did he not place the elementals here?”

      “What are elementals?” Jasn asked.

      “Creatures of great power that use the energy of the elements as part of their being, that are each of the elements.”

      What Cheneth said would be considered blasphemy to the priests, but the scholars never seemed to care much about what the priests thought. “You mean like the draasin?” he asked.

      “The draasin, and others,” Cheneth said.

      “What others?”

      Cheneth leaned back in his chair and sighed. For a moment, he looked very old and weary as he pushed his glasses back up on his nose with an ink-stained finger. “There are answers, Jasn Volth, but you must be ready for them. You must be willing to learn.” His eyes narrowed, focusing with a dark intensity, and Jasn found himself almost taking a step back. “As I said, there’s a war. The one we’ve been fighting is but the beginning. From what I can tell, the real was is yet to come. When pressed, which side will you choose?”
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* * *

      Jasn stood along a narrow bridge, the distant Tower of Atenas barely rising above the horizon like a blackened finger. It reminded him of his blackened blade now that the draasin had licked it, changing the steel into something else. Harder, he discovered. Whatever the draasin had done to his sword had made the steel more impressive and was the reason that Thenas’s sword had broken during their fight. It might be the reason he still lived.

      “You return.”

      Jasn turned at the voice and saw Lachen hovering above the ground, his tightly controlled shaping no longer quite as impressive as it once had been. Still impressive, but now that Jasn had met the shapers within the barracks, he’d learned that what Lachen was capable of doing with shaping was not so different than himself. He needed more practice, but now that he’d passed the first trial, he would be granted the opportunity to learn.

      “You wanted a report. Isn’t that what your summons was for?”

      Lachen studied him, eyes narrowing a moment. “A report. That’s all you have for me?”

      Jasn didn’t know how to answer. After everything that he’d seen, he wasn’t sure what to tell his old friend, but was that who asked? The intense way that Lachen stared at him made him question whether it was Lachen or the commander, the leader of the order. Lachen was the playmate he’d had as a child, the friend who had chased him through the woods, who had left the village with him long ago. This man was cold and calculating and a more talented shaper than Jasn could imagine, one who practically exuded power and one who knew things that Jasn could not begin to understand.

      Jasn had wanted a chance for revenge, and hadn’t Lachen offered that to him? Were he only to learn how to hunt the draasin, wouldn’t Lachen have had him assigned to Calan?

      Instead, he had chosen Alena. There had to be a reason.

      There were more secrets in the world than he’d known. Maybe secrets that Lachen hadn’t learned about. It was possible that there were secrets that Lachen shouldn’t know about, or at least ones that Jasn should keep from him until he better understood what else was happening.

      “You asked me to learn. You didn’t tell me that I’d be tested.”

      “We’re all tested. It is how we change.” Lachen studied him, making a slow circle around him, eyes dropping to his sword for a moment. “And I see that the barracks has changed you.”

      Learning about Alena left him with more questions than answers. Maybe in time, he’d get them and finally have an explanation for why he lost control when shaping water and what happened to him.

      Did Lachen care about any of that?

      “You found a measure of peace. That’s all I wanted for you.”

      “That’s why you had me go to a place where they keep draasin in pens?”

      Lachen frowned. “There are many things warriors can learn in the barracks, especially those like you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Lachen smiled and nodded toward the north and the barracks. “How was Alena?”

      He snorted. “She doesn’t care much for you.”

      “No. She shouldn’t. She remains angry about what happened with Nolan.”

      “And what happened with him?” There had always been rumors about the former commander, but Jasn had never dared ask Lachen if any were true. How could he ask his old friend if he’d deposed the previous head of the order?

      “Only what needed to happen,” Lachen answered.

      Jasn waited for him to explain, but he didn’t.

      “Did she tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      Lachen looked over, his brow furrowed. “When I saw you and how you’d relaxed, I thought you learned.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It should be Alena who tells you, not me. I thought you would learn while there, that it would bring you a measure of peace.”

      Did Lachen know about her ability to speak to the draasin or was there something more?

      “Katya. That’s how she died.”

      Jasn felt his heart nearly stop and didn’t need for Lachen to go on, registering his words only distantly, somehow already knowing what he was to say.

      “Alena was her instructor.”
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* * *
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      Jasn wanted nothing more than to hunt the draasin and obtain vengeance for what he’d lost in the Endless War. Time spent in the mysterious barracks revealed depths to the war—and his abilities—that he had never imagined. As he debates whether to continue his education with Alena, he follows her into the depths of Rens where a surprising discovery changes both of their fates, and entwines them more than either desires.

      Ciara returns from the waste changed, but her return is only a beginning. When her father demonstrates a powerful secret of his own, Ciara must once again leave her home on a journey for answers that will change not only her, but the fate of Rens and the future of the war.
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