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        Power builds to the east. I feel it, though I don’t think others do. Protections have been removed that were meant to remain, and the few who understand cannot do anything to stop it.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Jasn stood on the edge of the rocks overlooking the water crashing along the shore far below. There should be something soothing about the way the water struck the rock, and the way that the salt air drifted up to him, but he felt nothing but tension slamming into him with each wave, as if the ocean itself sought to torment him.

      “You haven’t said much since you appeared.”

      Jasn didn’t turn, but then, he didn’t need to. He would recognize that voice anywhere. It was one that he heard in his dreams, one that had tormented him for over a year, time where he had thought her dead. Now that he found her, and now that he knew that she hadn’t been dead, he no longer knew what he needed to do. Or say.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “You came to us. We did not seek you out.”

      “Is that the way that you want to leave it, Katya? You would push the fact that I came here, rather than the fact that you let me believe that you were dead? Do you even know what I’ve done for the last year?”

      “More than you would ever imagine.”

      Jasn grunted. “I doubt that.”

      She stood along the edge of the rock, close enough that he could smell the familiar fragrance that she wore, one that he once felt so exotic, and now he thought only of her betrayal. It could be nothing other than betrayal. Her hand reached for his, a hand that he once would have grasped eagerly, one that had once touched his face, his chest, all of him. It was her touch that he’d missed over the last few months. He had longed for it. Jasn stepped away from her. He swallowed and turned his back. “Don’t.”

      Earth sensing told him that she hadn’t moved, but she didn’t attempt to come any closer. Thoughts raced through his head, the same ones that had when he’d first appeared. Had Cheneth known about Katya? Was that why the old man had sent him here? What kind of cruelty was that for him to know but say nothing?

      “Jasn.” She said his name as she always did, that lilt to her words that managed to melt his heart.

      He refused to respond this time. He would not let himself get caught up in emotion. That couldn’t be why Cheneth had sent him here. The old man wanted him to learn and had sent him to Hyaln not to reconnect with his lost love but to understand whether he could learn enough to be useful in the fight against Tenebeth. That was why he had come.

      “Did you ever think of how I would respond?” he asked. “Did you ever worry about what might happen to me?”

      This time, she did take his hand and force him to turn around so that he faced her. He met her dark, oval eyes. “Do you think I cared so little that I wouldn’t worry about what happened to you?”

      “I went to Rens. For a year.”

      “I know.”

      “I wanted to die, but I couldn’t.” At least now he understood why he had failed at the one thing that he’d wanted most of all. The elementals had kept him safe, healing him for some reason even when he should have died.

      “I know.”

      “Lachen pulled me from it. He brought me to the barracks, where I learned just how much more there was going on than I had ever understood.”

      “I know.”

      Jasn sighed. “How is it you know these things, but you can’t know how hard it has been on me with your absence? How is it that you still live?”

      “That’s not what you want to ask, is it?”

      Jasn wanted to ask how she could have left him, how she could have abandoned the life that they were to lead, leaving him alone, broken. Had he not been called back to the barracks, he would have remained broken. In that way, Lachen—his old friend—had saved him.

      “That’s the question that I need to ask,” he said. “Anything else doesn’t matter, not anymore.”

      “I’m one of the Hyaln,” she started. “But you know that now.”

      “Are you Enlightened?” Cheneth was, but Jasn didn’t entirely know what that meant.

      “I am.”

      “Did Cheneth know?”

      Her eyes lowered slightly, the first real emotion that he’d seen on her face. Once, he had been able to read her emotion easily, but either the time away had removed that or he had never really known her. Jasn wasn’t sure which it was anymore.

      “Cheneth was my assignment. He had abandoned Hyaln. We had to know what he intended.”

      “And when you learned?”

      “Then I was no longer needed. Cheneth serves Hyaln, if not in the way that he was instructed.”

      “And Tenebeth? Do you know about him?”

      “We know.”

      “But do nothing.”

      “We do what is necessary to understand.”

      “Cheneth searches for who woke him. Did you know the answer to that?”

      “Answers to those questions are not easy.”

      Jasn laughed. “Not easy? That’s all you can say?”

      She glanced over her shoulder, to the series of buildings rising up from the side of the mountain overlooking the sea. Hyaln. A place that he would have struggled to reach were it not for the draasin. “Hyaln has remained hidden, neutral, for a long time. We seek understanding and nothing more.”

      “Nothing? You won’t act with Tenebeth loosed?”

      “You don’t understand what you speak about.”

      “No? I’ve faced the darkness, Katya. I’ve nearly died. Others have died because of the darkness. I think Hyaln doesn’t understand the darkness.”

      “We have those who study—”

      “Study? You think you can understand Tenebeth? Cheneth has searched for answers, and even he isn’t certain how that power was freed.”

      “And this is why you’re here?”

      Jasn stood on the edge of the rock, feeling the pull of water far below, uncertain what to say. He had come here thinking that he would learn. Thinking that he might be able to understand why he could speak to water and why his healing allowed others to reach the elementals. But would he be able to stay, knowing what he did? Would he be able to remain here with Katya and learn what Cheneth needed of him?

      “Who was your instructor?” she asked, breaking the silence.

      “Alena.”

      Katya smiled. “She would have been good for you. A lovely woman.”

      Jasn thought of a dozen different words for Alena, but lovely wasn’t the first to come to mind. “She thinks you died while she taught you. Did that not matter to you?”

      “Alena is strong enough that she would not struggle with my absence.”

      “Absence? You make it sound like you were gone for a few days.” When Katya said nothing, he shook his head in frustration. “I thought you were dead. The others thought that the training had killed you.” After that, Alena had refused to take on another student, only acquiring Bayan out of necessity. And now even Bayan had been lost, abducted by Thenas. At least he and Ciara had stopped him. He wouldn’t hurt anyone else. And he wouldn’t attack the elementals anymore.

      “There are things you can’t understand. You’re not ready for them.”

      “No? There are things that you can’t understand. Do you know that I can speak to the elementals? Do you know that’s the reason I didn’t die?”

      “Yes.”

      The simplicity of her statement took all the anger out of him. She had known. If she were of Hyaln, then, of course, she would have known.

      “Why did you come here, Jasn?”

      He looked at her. With her olive skin and raven hair hanging down below her shoulders, she looked like the Katya he knew, but this wasn’t the woman he had loved. That woman would never have hidden such secrets from him.

      He had thought that Tenebeth might have claimed Katya much like he had claimed Thenas. In some ways, this was worse. This was a betrayal and one that she had chosen.

      The simplest answer was the best. “I came because Cheneth sent me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Cheneth refuses to return, himself. He should not have sent you.”

      “He thought that Hyaln needed to understand something from me and that I could learn from Hyaln.” Now that he was here, he wasn’t certain that last part was true.

      “What would Cheneth think we could learn from you?”

      He considered keeping what he could do from her, but if he did, how was he any different than her? How would that be any different than what she had done to him?

      “I can speak to the water elementals,” he said.

      She nodded. “When I was in Atenas, I suspected that. You had more talent than most with water, something that would only be explained by another connection to water.”

      Had she told him, would it have changed anything? Probably not for him. He would still have gone to Rens, and still would have tried to do anything that he could to die. Maybe he would have understood how he became the Wrecker of Rens sooner. Or maybe he would have remained with Oliver, drawn to stay within the tower, learning the healing arts from his former mentor.

      “My connection to water has another effect,” he went on. “Those I heal when tied to the elementals gain the ability to speak to the elementals.”

      “That is not possible.”

      He shrugged. “It’s what it is. Wyath. Thenas. Ifrit.”

      “Wyath could speak to earth. He didn’t need any other connection.”

      “Wyath can hear other elementals now, not only earth. I don’t think it’s the same for him, but it’s opened him to more than what he could reach before.”

      Katya crossed her arms over her chest, the same disbelieving expression that she’d always had. “You can create a connection to the elementals?” When he nodded, Katya clasped her hands together and turned toward Hyaln. “Cheneth, you sneaky bastard,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “Hyaln once claimed those with the ability to speak to the elementals, but it’s been many years since that has been true.”

      “Who were they?”

      “They were known as the wise.”

      Wise. Olina had called herself one of the Wise. Jasn didn’t share that with Katya. He no longer knew what he could share with her.

      “Few know why the Wise departed, and I suspect that’s why he sent you here. He thinks you can restore them to Hyaln.”

      Jasn didn’t think that was true. Cheneth had sent him to learn so they could defeat Tenebeth, but if Katya needed to think otherwise for him to learn, he would go along with it.

      Now that he was here, what choice did he have?
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        I write my memoirs in the hope they outlive me. That hope is predicated on the belief that we will succeed in suppressing the shadows, though I am not certain we will.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The inside of the castle was cold and drafty, with the air taking on a damp quality. After all his time in the barracks, Jasn no longer enjoyed such dampness, but what choice did he have here? The entire castle was drab, moreso than many places he’d visited, with nothing adorning the walls, not even a simple tapestry or painting, as he would find in Atenas. Nothing other than strangely wrought lanterns that glowed with flickering light. Not shaped, at least he didn’t think that they were, but they didn’t look like any sort of oil lantern either.

      His boots thudded on the stone as he paced, waiting for Katya as she had instructed. A part of him wanted to refuse her, to tell her that after what she had done to him, he would no longer be bound by what she wanted, but he could not.

      Jasn hated the way that he still wanted to see her again, the way that he longed to see her once more. After so many months of thinking her gone, it still seemed impossible that she was not.

      A door opened near one end of the hall, and Katya and another man came out. She was dressed in a long, flowing gray robe, and the other man wore a white robe. He had a bald head and thick white beard, and when he saw Jasn, his eyes had a piercing quality.

      “Rehnar,” Katya said as they approached. “This is Jasn Volth.”

      “He is from Atenas.” The man’s voice had a sharp quality and one that sounded more impatient and irritated than anything else. “Why would Cheneth send someone from Atenas to Hyaln?”

      “Not here, Rehnar,” she said.

      The man coughed and covered his mouth. “Where then, Ilyana? Where would you have us go that would be better than this hall?”

      Ilyana? Alena had known her as Issa. How many names did Katya have? And which of them was her real name? Probably none. If she really intended to keep secrets, she would not have used her real name at all.

      “You should know that the halls where there are eyes you cannot see are not the best place for us to speak.”

      Rehnar rubbed his hand over the top of his head and then sighed deeply. “What do you propose, Ilyana? Would you have us leave Hyaln so that we can speak?” He lowered his voice so that it had something like an airy quality, but Jasn still had no difficulty hearing him. Maybe that was intended. “You bring an outsider to Hyaln, and now you think that we should trust him?”

      Katya glanced at Jasn, her eyes appraising as she surveyed him. “There are reasons to believe him.”

      The man sniffed. “Fine. Show me where you think is safe.”

      Katya led them through the castle, reaching the end of a long hall and a set of stairs that led up. The stairs were narrow, with lanterns set deeply into the wall and made with a finery that contrasted with the rest of the castle around him. He expected to reach another floor, a landing where Katya would stop them, but they continued onward. Jasn’s legs burned with the strain, but Katya and the much older Rehnar seemed to have no difficulty with it.

      Finally, she stopped at the top of the stair and pressed her hand onto the darkly stained door. Patterns appeared that reminded him of those used on the draasin pen, and Jasn suddenly understood this was where Cheneth had learned those patterns. He didn’t detect any shaping, but then, given what he’d seen of Cheneth, knowing that Katya would have much of the same skills, he shouldn’t really expect anything.

      The door popped open with a sigh of released air. The other side was darkened, and lanterns sprung to light as Katya entered, a steady pale orange light that filled the room.

      Jasn hesitated in the doorway. There was shaped energy here, but he couldn’t detect the source. That by itself wasn’t all that surprising, at least now that he’d spent some time in the barracks. He had grown accustomed to working around others with shaping ability that exceeded his own.

      What did surprise him were the patterns along the walls. Swirls of patterns stretched from floor to ceiling, some with harder lines than others while some appeared to be nothing more than letters, though in a language that he didn’t recognize. Not Ter, and not Rens, but something else.

      When the door closed, Katya turned to it and rested her hand on it once more. The patterns on the wall began to glow, and some even seemed to move, almost as if writhing. Pressure pushed in his ears—the kind that he remembered when first learning to shape—and he worked his jaw to release it.

      “Do you really think this will secure us?” Rehnar asked. “The Khalan have ways of bypassing even these places.”

      Katya nodded. “I think that they might, but then, they don’t yet know Jasn.” She turned to him. “Can you use water as a containment?”

      Jasn frowned, thinking of what would be required. He’d seen Cheneth seal his room off often enough that he thought he could recreate such a shaping, but that wasn’t what she wanted from him. Katya asked about the elementals.

      Would water aid him?

      He didn’t know how deep the connection stretched, and whether it would respond to him here. Hyaln was in another land, different than Ter and Rens, the only other places where he’d tested his connection to water. And Tsanth, but that was close enough that he wouldn’t struggle the same as he would by coming to Hyaln. A massive expanse of the sea separated him from the rest, enough that he wasn’t fully certain that he’d be able to return on a shaping, not without borrowing the draasin.

      Will you help?

      Jasn didn’t know any other way to ask other than bluntly.

      Water stirred deep within him. He recognized it now that it did, a steady pulsing sensation that worked with his heartbeat, like the flowing of his pulse, filling him with elemental strength. Once, he would have scoffed at the idea of something else, of something more powerful that he could connect to, but he couldn’t explain the fact of his survival all those months in Rens any other way.

      What would you ask of water?

      A way to prevent others from knowing what we might say.

      The elemental—Jasn wished he had a name for it, but still hadn’t discovered what that might be, and from what Alena had said, he might never learn—washed through him a moment more. Then Jasn began to have a sense of water seeping up through the stones of the castle.

      The air was damp enough the way it was, but now it seemed that the stones themselves pulled on that dampness, drawing the moisture out of the air and layering it across the stones so that they glistened like a morning dew. It spread along the stones beneath him, flowing up the walls and then around the ceiling, fusing with the patterns that were etched into the stone.

      When it was done, Jasn detected the soft pressure of a pop as water sealed off everything else. The air took on a muted quality, and he knew that what the water elementals had done worked.

      Katya smiled at him, her lips pressed together so that the expression didn’t reach her eyes. A forced smile. “See, Rehnar, he has more talent than we realize.”

      Rehnar smiled, tapping his hand along his thigh. The patterns along the wall began to snake even more, sliding around the room in such a way that the room itself seemed to spin. Jasn tried taking a step but found that his legs didn’t move.

      “Katya?” he asked.

      She ignored him and started to the door. “Find out what else he might be able to do, Rehnar,” she said.

      With that, she opened the door, leaving Jasn standing with the bald man, his heart beating quickly as he strained to move. But his legs didn’t answer, and his attempt to shape managed to get him nowhere.

      He looked over his shoulder and tried to meet Katya’s eyes, but she was already through the door and closing it. As she did, he thought he caught her attention, and she glanced at him, but there was no compassion in her eyes, nothing that would remind him of the woman he had loved so deeply before.

      He strained to shape, to find some way to escape, but could barely move. Jasn could barely even breathe, as if the wind were constricted from his lungs.

      Rehnar stood across from him, one hand tapping on his thigh, watching Jasn.

      Jasn couldn’t keep his attention on Rehnar. The swirling patterns along the wall pulled his focus away, tearing him from watching the old man. As the patterns moved, he felt himself getting pulled down further into the stone, as if it intended to swallow him.

      His mind didn’t work as it should, but there was one question that lingered, that he couldn’t shake, regardless of how much he wanted to try: Why would Katya do this to him?
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        The Khalan have not been as secretive as they believe in their actions. They have hidden from the college, but then again, they have remained too distant over the years. Integrating more tightly might have prevented this outcome.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Sunlight set through the trees, filtering in streamers of orange light that settled through the thick pine branches, so unlike what Ciara was accustomed to seeing in her homeland. There, the sun burned bright and hot until it fell behind the horizon, disappearing until the next day, leaving them to light fires and huddle together for warmth. Here, in Ter, the lands didn’t carry the same heat and didn’t cool nearly as quickly, and even when the sun was still out, there were shadows.

      Ciara cowered from them.

      She stood in the midst of one shaft of light, but it moved, shifting with the swaying of the branches so that she had to move with it, stepping from side to side as if in some sort of dance that she still didn’t fully understand. Her j’na rested across her shoulder, keeping it off the ground. Every time that she attempted to walk these days, she found that she tapped the spear as she went, inadvertently signaling the elementals. She didn’t want to summon them, not unless there was a need or reason, but she found that she couldn’t help herself anymore.

      Reghal existed in her mind, but the elemental wasn’t near her. The strange lizard scurried off as often as possible, as if he didn’t want to remain too close to the camp. Not that Ciara would blame him. The people here had been welcoming enough, but her people had fought Ter all these years, making it difficult to ease back into a different mindset. They were her enemies, weren’t they?

      You forget who the real enemy is already?

      Reghal called to her through the strange connection that they shared. When she had first heard his voice in her mind, she had been near death and had wandered on the waste for days, maybe weeks, without anyone else with her. She had water, but it was brought to her by the lizard in the form of gourds. There had been a part of her that thought the gourds might have caused the hallucinations.

      Now? Now she couldn’t deny that the lizard existed, or that she spoke to it. She still didn’t know what it meant for her. Or for the others.

      Not the real enemy, she said.

      With water sensing, she detected the people in the camp all around her. Distantly, she had the sense of Alena, the woman of fire who had a connection to the draasin, though not quite the same as Ciara’s ability to summon them. There was the scholar, Cheneth, who claimed a willingness to teach her how to complete the summons, but she had not learned nearly what she thought that she would have when she first agreed to come here. But then, she had come thinking that she would find a way to help her people, and she had. Using what she knew, even if it wasn’t the same as what Cheneth knew, she had managed to free her father and the rest of the village from the fate of Tenebeth. Wasn’t that the kind of success that she wanted?

      And she had defeated Tenebeth a second time. She should have more remorse at what she’d been required to do, but she had seen the way that the darkness had been willing to attack. Had she done nothing, had she been unwilling to destroy that man Thenas, then she would have suffered. And Tenebeth would have had the one person that he wanted most of all.

      Why does he want me?

      The elemental had not been able to answer her yet, but she held out hope that she would learn something. After Reghal had healed Bayan, those had been her first words.

      You represent something that he does not understand.

      I don’t understand it either.

      It is not necessary that you do, only that the Mother sees in you the ability to help.

      Ciara grabbed her j’na and set it to the ground more sharply than she intended. The sound rang out like a branch shattering in a storm. The ground reverberated with the contact, as if she already started the summons. Why does the summons change for me?

      You have changed for it, little Light. It answers now.

      What does that mean?

      The nobelas lizard appeared at the edge of the trees, standing where shadows had been only moments before. Now there was a soft orange light that surrounded the lizard, filling in the space between the trees as if the lizard reflected the light from the falling sun.

      Reghal worked his tongue over his lips and almost appeared to smile. Ciara watched him, knowing that there was more to him than she understood, something that Tenebeth feared.

      That means that you grow stronger. You will continue to learn.

      And you think that I can learn to summon without the j’na?

      What is it other than a focus? Do you need the focus when your mind can form the necessary summons?

      I don’t understand.

      But you will, little Light. Trust that you will in time.

      Water sensing told her that someone approached.

      Ciara turned to see Bayan. The petite woman wore only a white dress, and her hair had a golden sheen to it, something that the others in the camp claimed was new since the healing. She rubbed her wrists together and stared into the trees before turning her attention to Ciara.

      “We haven’t spoken much since you…” She swallowed and smiled. “Since you returned me.”

      “Cheneth had too many questions for you,” Ciara said.

      “You are from Rens?”

      Ciara squeezed her j’na, but there had been no accusation to the tone, only a question. Strange that the people of Ter—and the shapers—seemed so unconcerned about the fact that they had someone from Rens in the midst of their camp, almost as if nothing that Ciara could do or learn threatened them. And it was possible that she couldn’t.

      “From Rens,” she agreed. “Near the waste.”

      Bayan took a deep breath and began rubbing her neck. “I still don’t understand what happened. I was with Jasn when he fell into a pit. They tell me he survived.”

      Ciara smiled as she thought of Jasn. A powerful man and one filled with water. He would have made an excellent nya’shin were he of Rens. And he would have been the kind of man her father would have approved of.

      Now he was gone, left across the sea in a place Cheneth called Hyaln. She didn’t know when—or if—he would return, so she needed to push thoughts of him from her mind.

      “He survived,” Ciara agreed.

      Bayan considered her. “You know him?”

      She flushed but forced it away. There was no reason for her to flush at the thought of Jasn Volth. “He helped save one of the draasin, and then helped me when we faced another claimed by Tenebeth.”

      Bayan sighed. “Tenebeth. Cheneth tells me that is the name of the darkness, but not the one that I knew.”

      “What did you know him as?”

      “He was powerful, a sense of everything—and nothing. Those who served willingly worshiped him as the Lord of Night.”

      Would that have been Fas? Ciara had taken away his connection to Tenebeth, but Fas longed for the power. She worried that he would return, would continue to chase the power that she had taken from him, but there wasn’t much that she could do to prevent him from doing so. Her father would help, and now that she knew he’d been trained by Cheneth, there was more that he would be able to do than she had realized.

      “What did you call him?” she asked.

      Bayan wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Not all served him willingly. Those who did not know him as the others used a name that seemed right. Voidan.”

      Through her connection to Reghal, she knew that was the name the elementals used when referring to Tenebeth. “Do you speak to them?”

      “To him? I tried not to speak to him, but when he commands, there is nothing else that you can do. You answer, and you want to answer.” She shivered again, squeezing her arms around her even more tightly. “I have never been a weak shaper, but what I could do was nothing compared to what I managed when wrapped in the power of Voidan.”

      Once, Ciara would have felt the draw of such power. It was the power that Tenebeth had sought to offer to her, though at the time she didn’t know that she should fear him and that she needed to refuse him, only that there was a part of the offer that she didn’t understand, a part that didn’t feel right to her. What would have happened had she agreed, and had she gone to him?

      “What did he have you do?”

      “There were attacks I was asked to lead. I was a rider and there was—”

      “A rider?” Cheneth hadn’t shared that with her. “You rode the draasin?”

      Bayan glanced over at her and then nodded. “Most he claims are given a similar assignment.”

      “Most? How many are there?”

      Bayan glanced at the trees. “More than you can imagine.” She said the words softly, pulling her arms more tightly around herself. “We cannot win. Not against the force of his might, and not when those he claims are gifted strength from him. The darkness, it… it flows through you. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      Ciara nodded. “I’ve seen it.”

      “You’ve seen it and survived?”

      “One of your shapers. A man called Thenas. We faced him several times before defeating him.”

      Bayan had sucked in a breath at the mention of Thenas. “He came willingly and served him well. He would have been granted much power. How is it that you were able to stop him?”

      Ciara tapped her spear, and it cracked loudly. The ground rumbled beneath her feet. She placed it again, another flick of the spear, and this time light flared from the end of the j’na. “I don’t know. Cheneth claims that I can summon the power of the elementals, but…” Not only Cheneth made the claim, but Reghal as well. She believed the elemental more, but she still didn’t know why she had the ability to do what she did.

      “That is why he comes for you,” Bayan whispered. “You can protect them from his influence, can’t you?”

      Ciara nodded. “Not only me. Your shapers,” she said, thinking of those who had worked with her when they found her in Tsanth, “they helped restore one of the draasin. Tenebeth no longer controls her.”

      Bayan shivered again. Ciara wondered why she would. The day wasn’t nearly as cold as some, and the sunlight still provided enough warmth. Dressed as she was, Bayan should be protected, but then, speaking about Tenebeth sent a chill through Ciara as well.

      “You should not be here,” Bayan said. “You are a danger to all of us.”

      Ciara swallowed. “You would have me leave when I might be the only one who can defeat him?”

      “Defeat? Is that what you think? We’ll be lucky to survive him. When he comes again, and he will, he is more powerful than anything you can imagine. We might be better off returning and serving him willingly. At least that way, we have a chance at survival.”
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        It surprises me, but Jasn might be a part of the key to our success. There was a time when I thought him superfluous.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara returned to the clearing with the draasin for the first time since leaving Jasn Volth. Standing here, she had a mixture of sadness and longing for him. She did not know him well and understood that he had done things while in Rens that she should fear, but having him around had given her a measure of peace.

      Speaking to Bayan had only made her more resolute to defeat Tenebeth. The draasin had been tentative after they had restored her, and now Bayan was much the same. Would they be forced to convince each person they rescued that they could help? Would there be anything that they could do to expedite the process? Relying on time and the hope for recovery might not be enough, especially if Tenebeth’s forces were as potent as Bayan indicated.

      There had to be something that she could do, something more than simply remaining here, waiting as she continued to learn how to better summon the elementals. If Tenebeth feared her, then shouldn’t she try to fight back before he became even more powerful?

      You wish to run when you’ve only begun to walk, Reghal said to her.

      He appeared next to her and pushed against her legs. For a small lizard, he was strong and managed to force her to the side, where she fell onto her buttocks.

      Even when you can run, your legs can still get tangled, the lizard went on.

      What if I were to fly?

      Reghal dropped onto the ground next to her and nudged his long nose into her arm. He licked, drawing his rough tongue against her skin. That had once saved her.

      You would go from walking to flying? You are a brave one, little Light.

      She looked toward the draasin crouched on the ground, her tail wrapped around her body. The draasin watched her with bright golden eyes, the falling sunlight catching off the red in her scales, making it almost as if flames danced along her back.

      Ciara could do nothing without the draasin. Walking would take her days—weeks—to get anywhere beyond the borders of Ter, and running wouldn’t get her there any faster. But flying! When she soared with the draasin, she would be able to reach far lands. That was how she had made it to the waste at the heart of Rens and then back with only two days passing.

      But would the draasin help?

      After what she had been through with Tenebeth, Ciara knew the draasin was hesitant. She feared another attack and getting called back into the darkness. There wasn’t much that Ciara could do to convince her that she could help protect her, but she hoped that defeating Thenas was a step.

      If only she could speak to the draasin as she could speak to Reghal. That would make it easier. Instead, she could summon, but what good was a summons when the draasin could only answer her in images?

      She stood and approached the draasin slowly, letting her j’na drag across the ground. This she did intentionally, hoping to use it as something of a call, but not wanting to fully summon the draasin when she stood in front of her. Ciara formed the rest of the summons in her mind, trying to do as Reghal had suggested, to find a way to reach the call without stepping through the patterns, and thought that she managed it adequately.

      What do you intend to do here, little Light?

      Reghal stood next to her, but not between her and the draasin. Ciara wished she had the draasin’s name, using something other than Sashi, the nickname that Alena had given to her, but had nothing else.

      I intend to fly, Reghal.

      She created an image, crafting it in such a way that she could send what she intended to the draasin. Ciara added the image of Ter, and Rens, and of soaring high above, before mixing in the clouds and the darkness, all the things that she feared, everything that indicated Tenebeth.

      The draasin quickly climbed to her feet and unfurled her wings, flapping violently as the images reached her. Steam erupted from her nostrils and Reghal moved to protect Ciara, standing in front of her so that she wouldn’t be injured.

      Other images returned to Ciara: those of the sun shining overhead, the hot ground below, and the draasin soaring, searching for prey.

      “I know that you don’t want to help me search for Tenebeth,” she said, “but we need to find others like you. When they found Bayan, they destroyed the draasin.” That had been the part that troubled her the most. She couldn’t stand the idea that other draasin would be damaged, that they would suffer, simply because of Tenebeth. If there was anything that she could do, even if she still didn’t fully understand her ability, then didn’t she need to do it?

      The draasin settled back onto the ground and wrapped her tail around her body.

      Nothing more came through the connection. Nothing that indicated that the draasin would pay her any attention.

      Ciara sighed. Can you help me with her?

      She sees the same as I do. You are meant to be powerful, little Light, but you are not there yet. You must control the summons before you can take the fight to Voidan.

      The longer that we wait, the more his army grows. And the more elementals are harmed.

      Not only the elementals but how many more villages would be attacked like hers had been? How many more people would suffer because no one was willing to face Tenebeth?

      She turned away from the draasin and made her way back into the camp, trying to suppress the frustration that she felt. When she reached the edge of the camp, she ran into a compact woman with dark hair, her short sword sheathed at her side. The woman must have noticed to Ciara immediately because she altered her course so they would meet. She held tightly to the hilt of her sword as she approached.

      “You are the girl from Rens,” the woman said. She had a clipped way of speaking, one that was similar to others in Ter but almost accented as well. Ciara didn’t know this woman, though she had seen her around the camp before.

      “I’m from Rens,” Ciara agreed. “Cheneth knows that I’m here.”

      The woman turned to take in the barracks, looking at the collection of buildings all laid out in neat lines, stout single-room places that those in the camp referred to as dorms. She had the sense that the people of the barracks considered them simple, plain even, but they were much fancier than anything that she would have had in Rens. There they had the caverns cut into the walls of the rock, as if the village elders had wanted to hide their presence. Only the shepa stables were built, and those were carefully constructed so that they blended into the walls of the rock.

      “Yes, Cheneth. Much mystery around him, isn’t there? Or maybe not to you. He brought you here, didn’t he?”

      “Your shapers brought me to this camp when they found me in Tsanth.”

      “What would a girl of Rens be doing in Tsanth?”

      Ciara tapped her j’na lightly on the ground, feeling the steady rumbling deep beneath the earth. The woman tipped her head to the side, almost as if listening for something. Could she hear the way that Ciara summoned the elementals? She might not be able to shape, but she’d discovered that she had another sort of power, one that wasn’t dependent on shaping.

      “I am no girl.” Ciara tapped her j’na more firmly into the ground, trying to suppress her frustration. Was that the way that Jasn Volth saw her as well? She was nearly eighteen, and old enough to serve as nya’shin!

      The woman smiled, flashing her teeth. “Fine. Not a girl. You are a young woman, one who holds a spear that appears nearly too large for you, and who somehow is responsible for healing the draasin rider when she returned to the barracks. Do you deny any of that?”

      Ciara clenched her fingers around the spear, thinking that she would show this woman how the j’na was sized perfectly for her. “I assisted in healing your shaper,” Ciara said carefully. “At the request of the leader of your camp.”

      The woman smiled again. “Leader? Is that what we must see him as? I think that Cheneth keeps secrets from us, and those secrets are dangerous, don’t you?”

      Ciara tapped the j’na again. This time, the wind kicked up, gusting from the north. The woman tipped her head and sniffed at the air. Could she recognize the elementals that Ciara summoned? She didn’t think that there was anyone here able to speak to all of the elementals, but then, she would never have expected anyone to speak to any of the elementals.

      “There are many dangerous things in this world,” Ciara said.

      “Hmm. Perhaps you are right. Such as the draasin that remains in the woods, a draasin that for all intents should be dead, is that not right?”

      “You will not harm that creature.”

      The woman took a step back at the comment, and the smile that had faltered returned. “Ah, perhaps not a girl at all. Something else, though.” Her smile widened. “I can see why he likes you.”

      “Who?”

      The woman didn’t answer, instead made her way past Ciara and disappeared into the trees. She considered following, worried that the woman might think to harm the draasin, but decided against it. The woman was not Tenebeth and would have a hard time harming the draasin, even if she wanted to do so.

      Can you watch her just in case?

      Reghal appeared suddenly, and she wondered how he managed to do it. She hadn’t seen him make his way out of the trees, but he had not been there only a moment before. You worry that she might harm the draasin?

      I don’t know what she might do.

      Reghal sniffed the air before running his tongue along her boot. She is undecided. I will observe her for now.

      Undecided. Did that mean that the woman might be swayed to side with Tenebeth?

      She sighed. If there was such animosity among the shapers of Ter, how did they hope to defeat Tenebeth? How would they find a way to stop him if those with the ability to overcome him could not work together?
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        Jasn was always stronger than he realized, even when we were children. I often wonder if he remembers the time we tracked the wolf through the mountains only to have it turn on us. Were it not for his quick bow, and his steady shot, we both might have died that day.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Jasn strained again for his connection to shaping and detected nothing. It was almost as if whatever Rehnar did had separated him from his ability to shape. Always before, he had the connection, the ability to draw on shaping were he the need, but to suddenly lose it, to be so weak that he could do nothing to oppose what they did to him… Since learning that he could shape, Jasn had never felt so weakened before.

      But would he be able to reach water? Even if he could, was there anything that the elementals would be able to do to help?

      I need your help, he said.

      Water returned slowly, sliding through him as if gradually rising up through his skin, trailing along his legs, up his body, before settling within him. What would you ask of water now?

      He calmed himself before answering. He had faced worse many times and survived. There were dozens of times in Rens where he should have been dead by now, but he wasn’t. This would be no different, especially if water still responded to him.

      I am trapped.

      Water moved through him, slipping along his heart, his veins, filling him with an awareness of it. Jasn had felt connected to water before, but what he now detected was stronger than that. This was as if water attempted to fuse with him in some way.

      You were never trapped. You only believe that you are.

      Jasn tried reaching for shaping again, but it still didn’t come to him. He couldn’t even sense. Without the connection to water, he would have felt even more helpless, but at least water remained, connected to him, though he didn’t know exactly what he might be able to do with it.

      Can you help? Rehnar does something with those patterns.

      Do you think it’s the patterns you should fear, or your inability to stop him?

      His tapping, Jasn decided. There was something about the tapping that was very much like what Ciara did with her spear. Was there any way that he might be able to convince the water elementals to stop him from tapping on his leg? I need you to help me stop him.

      Stop. You would stop the summoning?

      Summoning? That was too much like what Ciara did to be coincidence, wasn’t it? She managed to summon the elementals using her spear and the way that she moved. There was a pattern to it.

      Did the patterns on the wall mimic that?

      He might not be able to move his legs, but could he move his hands?

      Finding that he could, Jasn started tapping on his leg, following the movements that he saw Rehnar complete. The old man used a powerful tapping that filled Jasn, thudding through his heart, as if the summoning would overwhelm him. When Jasn began copying it, the thudding intensified.

      He stopped. That wasn’t what he needed to do. He needed to find some way to counter what Rehnar did, not augment it.

      Could he use the sense of water that he felt within him?

      There was a flowing sort of quality to the water, one that he could mimic as something of a dance, swaying from side to side as he let the motion of water roll through him. Every so often, he added a steady tap on his leg, much like what Rehnar did. When Jasn did this, he felt a sharp shift in the pressure around him. Water surged away from him, leaving him, and pushed outward, as if it went toward Rehnar.

      Help me, Jasn asked of the water.

      You do not need water to teach you to summon.

      The water elemental receded from him, but not completely. Jasn continued his swaying in place, tapping on his leg as he did, feeling returning to his legs. Slowly, he managed to move them.

      He took a step.

      Rehnar frowned and his tapping increased in intensity, slapping at his thigh.

      Jasn felt the effort shift, whatever he had managed to do countered now by Rehnar. He redoubled his efforts, putting more strength behind the swaying, steadily tapping at his thigh, beginning to move his hand in a circular motion as he did.

      His legs came free.

      Jasn considered lunging for Rehnar, but what he wanted was to secure his ability to shape. That required continued focus. He remained working through the swaying, the movement, the connection to water.

      Then he felt a release. His sense of shaping returned.

      Without hesitating, he pulled on the connection, drawing it deeply, and formed a shaping designed to overwhelm Rehnar.

      When he nearly released the shaping, it simply dissipated.

      Jasn staggered back.

      He’d never experienced someone with the ability to take away his ability to shape, and to do so while full of the shaped power.

      And Rehnar barely moved, as if the effort of taking it did nothing to him.

      The old man stopped tapping on his leg. “Now that you’ve proven yourself useful, you will come with me.”

      He strode past Jasn, leaving him standing in the center of the room, the sense of movement from the patterns on the walls no longer there.

      Jasn didn’t know what to say, or even what to do. He could barely move, but this time, it was shock rather than anything that Rehnar did.

      The ability to shape remained, but the shaping that he’d built was gone. Would Rehnar be able to tear away another shaping were he to build it? Was there anything that Jasn could even do to oppose him?

      This had been a mistake coming here. Not only in seeing Katya—and having her destroy him again—but in realizing that he could do nothing were he opposed by Hyaln. Their ability to shape was so far beyond his that he could do nothing other than watch and try not to get harmed.

      Yet Katya had seemed genuinely interested in how he had managed to defeat Tenebeth. When they had saved the draasin, that had been a combined effort, and the last time had required Ciara’s strange ability and her summoning.

      If there was anything that he could learn, if he could discover how to summon the same way that she had managed, would he be able to defeat Tenebeth on his own?

      And why had he let her leave? When she had taken the draasin with her, she had effectively stranded him here. That might have been Cheneth’s intent, but he didn’t think that was entirely what the old man had wanted. He had wanted Jasn to learn from Hyaln, but couldn’t Ciara have learned as well? In some ways, wasn’t she a better candidate than him?

      He stared at the doorway, wondering what he should do, when it began to swing closed. The patterns on the walls took on a faint glow, and he feared that if he remained here, he would be trapped, and then he would have to wait for one of the others to release him.

      Chasing after Rehnar, he left the room before it closed upon him, trapping him in place.
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        Renis came for me and brought me to the university. I don’t think he expected to find another in our village.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “Who sent you here?” Rehnar asked.

      “You know who sent me,” Jasn said.

      The man tapped his leg again, the strange summoning that Jasn had seen when he attacked—tested, the man claimed, but it had sure felt like an attack. “We know what you claim, but there are many ways to shade the truth. We have seen all of them.”

      “I came to learn, not shade the truth,” Jasn said.

      “Hmm.”

      They strode through the halls and stopped at a wide stair leading down. Rehnar hurried down the stair, moving more quickly than Jasn would have expected, given his age. The man paused every so often, looking up to see if Jasn would follow.

      “I thought I came here to learn shaping.”

      Rehnar paused at the question. “Is that what you believe happens here?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what happens here.” A growing frustration raced through him. If they were not going to teach him, and if they were only going to attack him, he would be better off remaining in the barracks and doing what he could to learn the subtleties of shaping with Alena. There might be things that he could learn from Ciara as well.

      And even though he had found Katya once more, he couldn’t shake Ciara from his mind. He’d thought her a girl when he first met her, but she was more than that. Capable and strong, nothing like anyone he’d ever met. Other than Katya. Hadn’t she also been capable and strong? Weren’t those the reasons that he’d been drawn to her from the moment that he saw her?

      He followed Rehnar through a lighted arch and outside the castle. Gray light filtered through the sky. It was a strange sky, one that was not sunlight or darkness, but somewhere in between.

      A large stone circle spread out on a flat ledge that overlooked the water. Far below, Jasn could feel the way that water crashed, the way that waves struck the shore, and smelled the salt of the air, practically able to taste it.

      Rehnar looked at him. “You must have some talent or you would not still be here. What is it?”

      Jasn frowned. “What is my talent?”

      The man tapped on his leg, and Jasn could feel the way that it pulled on water, as if it pulled through him as well. The sensation was a strange one, and unpleasant. With a shake, he forced the strange sense from his mind.

      Rehnar smiled. “There. I sensed what you did.”

      Jasn resisted the urge to laugh. He sensed that Rehnar was not one for humor. “Can you tell me what that was?”

      “Ilyana believes that you can learn and that you have talent. I admit that she has an eye for such things.”

      “I knew your Ilyana as Katya,” Jasn said.

      Rehnar only shrugged. “The name she chose doesn’t matter.”

      “Why doesn’t it matter?”

      “Because there is only one name. That which you know in your heart. That is the name that gives power. Now. What is your preferred element?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Which is strongest? All shapers have a preferred element.”

      “Water,” Jasn said. “I know water the best. Even if I chose to ignore it.”

      Rehnar frowned. “And why would you do that? There is much power in water.”

      “The wrong kind.”

      “And that is?”

      “It wouldn’t let me die.”

      Rehnar offered him an amused smile, likely thinking that Jasn joked with him. When he didn’t elaborate, the man turned away and stopped at the edge of a low wall, staring down into the sea. Jasn made his way to stand next to him, surveying the rock far below. Even from here, water exerted a powerful pull on him, as if the waves and the water called to him to join them, to crash with them along the rock. He could feel it, a steady rhythm to the way that they moved, and he rocked with it.

      “You feel it here,” Rehnar said.

      Jasn maintained his focus on the water and the waves far below. How could he feel anything else but the way the water pulled on him?

      “I feel...”

      “Focus on the rhythm,” Rehnar said. “You have that already, I think, or you wouldn’t have survived above.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “Listen.”

      Jasn continued to focus on the waves, letting the steady rhythm of the water draw on him. The waves seemed to wash through him, settling into his body, into his bones, the same water that had prevented his death when that was all that he had wanted during that year in Rens. In some ways, he hated water.

      Something struck him, sending him falling onto his back.

      Rehnar stood at the edge of the rock, a slight smile on his face.

      “You would attack me again?” Jasn said, leaping to his feet. He readied a shaping of wind and earth, prepared to strike Rehnar. Either that or he would take to the air and disappear from Hyaln, what Cheneth wanted be damned.

      “Not shaped. You’re a fool if you think it’s about what you want, or what I want. This is about more than that.”

      Another invisible attack struck him, this time sweeping him back, knocking him to the stone. Jasn struggled to get up but was hit again as he did, a steady rhythm to it, one that almost matched the waves…

      He released his shaping and stared at Rehnar. “This is water?”

      The old man grinned. “So many in your Atenas think that there is nothing more than healing to water, but does the crash of the waves heal you as it strikes the rock?” He shook his head, and another wave of attacks rolled over Jasn.

      Can you stop this? he asked of water.

      There is much you can learn.

      Water receded from his mind, and he knew that he would have no further answers.

      “Think of the shores of a river,” Rehnar went on. Suddenly, Jasn was squeezed, pressed between two invisible hands, as if his insides were going to be squeezed from him. “The shores resist, but over time and with enough force, they can be worn away. Such is how it is for water. Not only healing but strength and power and so many things your fools in Atenas think to overlook.”

      Jasn stood, ignoring the pressure, and reached for water, pulling on his connection to the elementals, and pressed against the shaping or the summoning that Rehnar used against him, but anything he did was only destroyed by the onslaught of his power.

      But could he add to it? Redirect it in some way?

      Jasn focused on that and managed to push the strange, unseen current away, shifting it to the rock next to him.

      Rehnar nodded, and then it was gone.

      “Good. So you can learn.”

      “Learn what? How to call on water?”

      “There are many things that you can learn in Hyaln. What is it that you would like to know?”

      The question was posed in such a way that Jasn actually believed that Rehnar might take his interests into consideration. Then another attack struck, this one nearly knocking him off his feet.

      Jasn stood slowly, ignoring the way that the summoned waves of water crashed over him, frustrated at the way that Rehnar attacked without end. This would stop.

      He stepped forward, drawing on water. As he did, he felt the soft sway to the way that the waves crashed on the beach far below. He let the sense of the waves wash over him, the steady rolling sense of water as it struck one after another.

      Jasn moved with it, and as he did, he timed his pulse of water shaping with it.

      The first one did nothing, but the second… that knocked Rehnar off his feet.

      The pressure against Jasn eased. Rehnar smiled. “Good. Now you begin to see how you can use water. That is the first step in the summons.”

      The summons. He could speak to the elementals, but did this mean that Rehnar intended to teach him to summon the elementals as well?

      “What of the other elements?” he asked.

      “The others have their own rhythm, and like with water, it is one that you can learn, but you must be willing to listen for it. You cannot get too eager, or they will overpower you.” As if to prove his point, he sent a shaping of earth at Jasn, knocking him to the ground.

      This time, when Jasn got up, he didn’t mind. If Rehnar was going to help him learn this, then he would be able to be much more powerful than any simple shaper. Maybe he could learn enough to help defeat Tenebeth.
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        Shaping came naturally for me. Given instruction by Hyaln, I progressed faster than any before me. A good thing I did, especially when I discovered the treachery.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “You would leave us.” Cheneth circled his desk and sat on the edge of it, peering over the wire-framed glasses he wore.

      Ciara rarely saw him with his glasses. With them on, he seemed diminished in some ways, lessened, though she had no way of fully describing why she had such a sense. “I would prefer to attack Tenebeth if that’s what you ask.”

      How had he learned?

      When she reached the heart of the camp, Cheneth had come hurrying from his dorm and grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back inside and sealing the door shut. She might not be able to shape, but she could sense what he did, and the power behind it, leaving a tingling sense that washed over her skin.

      “Do you think that we are doing so little here?” Cheneth asked.

      Ciara glanced around his dorm. Books were stacked on the desk, and a pen rested on top of one of them. A small fire crackled in the hearth behind him, and the cot she used while here had been pushed against the wall. This place had become her home in the camp, but there was nothing about it that was home to her. The only thing that was hers was the elouf folded and set on the floor with her shaiza resting on top of it. Neither was needed in Ter. Now she wore a thick wool cloak and a heavy dress of gray, clothing that would have been both impractical and too hot for her in Rens. The only item of Rens that she carried with her was her j’na, and even that was unusual compared to others, tipped with draasin glass rather than osidan.

      “I don’t know what you do here. From what I’ve seen, there is shaping taking place here, but you’ve disappeared when you promised to train me. The others here have tried to fumble along, first attached to a draasin egg or fighting with others in your camp, but there is nothing here that indicates to me that you intend to oppose Tenebeth.”

      She let out a frustrated breath. Saying the words was hard, especially since Cheneth had been if not warm to her, at least welcoming. Olina called him Enlightened, though had not explained what that meant. So far, she figured that Enlightened meant that he knew about Tenebeth but had no way of fighting him.

      Cheneth drummed his fingers on his desk and then nodded. “You are protected in some ways,” he began, “you who are of Rens and who trained as nya’shin. That was the intent of the training. And that is the intent of the training here.”

      “Protected how?”

      “From the touch of Tenebeth.”

      “But your students here are not protected, Cheneth. I faced one of them too many times to keep track. He was touched by Tenebeth.”

      “Not only touched, but claimed,” Cheneth said softly. “There is a difference, and it is not insignificant. Impressive that you managed to defeat him. I doubt that anyone here would have managed the same, at least where they are now.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ciara said, looking about the dorm. “What is the point of your training if not to defeat him?”

      Cheneth sighed. “The training was designed to end the war, not defeat Tenebeth. Stopping him will require defeating not only the power but those who have been tainted by him. There are many who go willingly. Not all, as you saw with Bayan. She was forced, or at least it seems as if she was forced.”

      After speaking to her, and using the name Voidan, the same name that the elementals used for Tenebeth, she thought that Bayan had been forced, though it was possible that she had not been, and that she had willingly gone. If that were the case, would she return? Would she go back toward the darkness and risk everyone here?

      It didn’t seem likely, not after what she’d seen of Bayan. That was a frightened woman, the same fear that Ciara felt, only now she had the stirrings of understanding of her purpose. She wanted to defeat Tenebeth, to keep others from his influence. She needed to defeat him.

      “You intend your students to face those who have gone willingly? I have seen the power that they gain. There is a darkness to it, and I was lucky to have survived.”

      Cheneth drummed his fingers on the desk again, and Ciara recognized that there was a pattern to it. Such subtlety. Enough that he would summon without seeming to summon the elementals. Could she do such a thing?

      She must be able to. Not only that, but she thought that she could be able to reach the elementals without any physical movement. She had already started to develop that skill and could practically feel the movements in her mind, but she had never really attempted it.

      “There was no luck to it, just as it was not luck that brought you to us. You are your father’s daughter, Ciara S’shala. Daughter of one of the first ala’shin, destined for power. That is what Tenebeth fears, and rightly so.”

      “Then why don’t you want me to face Tenebeth? Why would you keep me here, preventing me from pushing him back? I have spoken to your Bayan. She fears the army that he’s building, and she tells me of the draasin that he’s claimed.”

      Cheneth’s drumming stopped. There was a soft release of power, though Ciara couldn’t tell exactly what happened. “Ah. There is the source of your desire.”

      “What desire?”

      “You would save the draasin. You are of Rens, and you are a rider. The connection to them is in your blood, much like the ability to summon the elementals is in your blood.”

      Ciara leaned back in her chair. The j’na rested against the arm of the chair, and she ran her fingers along it, feeling the patterns that her father had placed there what seemed long ago, but what had only been months. “I would save the draasin, but I would keep others from facing a similar attack,” she said. “I know the fear of the dark. I know the way that it creeps toward you, trying to crawl under your skin, the way that blowing sand gets beneath your elouf. He uses that fear.”

      “From what I have learned, he does.”

      Ciara stood and tapped her j’na softly, enough for the draasin glass to flare with a flash of white light. “I can’t remain here any longer, Cheneth.”

      “That is not what I would ask of you.”

      “Then what would you ask of me? So far, you haven’t taught me, and you haven’t asked me to help. What I’ve done has been out of necessity.”

      “You’ve done more than you realize, Ciara S’shala. From what I understand, you saved your village. You saved the draasin egg. And you have brought a man with potential to a place where he could learn.”

      She swallowed. Not only because she wished she wouldn’t have had to leave Volth in Hyaln, but partly because she wished that she could have stayed with him. Volth had been right when he sent her back. She might have been able to learn in Hyaln, but she was needed now. That was part of the reason that she had returned, and the source of the frustration that she’d felt since she was back. If she couldn’t be useful here, then she would go where she could help.

      “I don’t know what you intend.”

      “I think it is not so much about what I intend, but about what you are willing to do. You are right when you tell me that we have sat back for too long. The blame for that lies with me. I have spent too long trying to understand, studying when I should have been moving, preparing when I should have been acting. All that time, I have thought that Hyaln would move, never knowing that Hyaln might be the reason that we face what we do.”

      “And you sent Jasn Volth to them?”

      “There are those in Hyaln who will train him. There are those who remain loyal to the oaths they swore, but there are others. I can no longer deny that Hyaln is fractured.”

      Ciara knew next to nothing about Hyaln, and not enough to understand the significance of a fractured Hyaln, but she understood how capable Cheneth was, and if there were others like him, others with his same abilities but who acted on behalf of Tenebeth, then there was real danger. “Then why did you established this place?”

      “To stop a war.”

      “A war? Now we know Tenebeth has an army. Is that what you will stop?”

      He nodded slowly. “An army of draasin. That is the other purpose of this place.”

      Ciara tensed and squeezed the j’na. “You would have them hunt the draasin?”

      “Only those who have been tainted. The others, if there is a way to protect them, I will do that as well.”

      “But we can heal them! We have restored the draasin!”

      Cheneth slapped his hand on the table. “And how many were required for us to defeat him?”

      Ciara lifted her j’na without intending to and tapped it on the ground. “It took four, as you well know.”

      “Four. When two—sometimes one—is enough to defeat them. We need to stop them from attacking, and then we need to defeat Tenebeth.”

      “I refuse to believe that we must sacrifice the draasin.”

      “Ask nobelas what it believes is necessary, Ciara S’shala. I imagine that your bonded will tell you much the same. There is no way to save all the draasin, not without risking the very same shapers who will be needed to defeat Tenebeth.”

      Is that what you believe? she sent to Reghal. Do you think that the draasin should be destroyed? That we should hunt those who have been tainted?

      The answer is complicated.

      It is not complicated. Not when you’re talking about something that I can do. I saw how you sought to protect the draasin, healing those that had been attacked. You would let them be destroyed now?

      Reghal didn’t answer, and Ciara wasn’t sure that she wanted his answer.

      She turned from Cheneth, unable to listen to him any longer. What he wanted was nothing like what she thought was needed. How could she sit by if he intended to destroy the draasin? She was a rider—a real rider, not one tainted by the effect of Tenebeth—and she would not sit back while the draasin were destroyed.
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        I have talent with summoning, but nothing like what the Khalan possess. My rune traps are elementary, and I have no ability to speak to the elementals. I have no peer when it comes to shaping.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara found Alena outside of her dorm, catching her as the woman rested her hand on the door. Power built from her, much like it had from Cheneth. How was it that Ciara could detect what she could only believe to be shaping?

      “Ciara,” Alena said. “I haven’t seen much of you since you healed Bayan.”

      Ciara gripped her j’na. The longer she held her spear, toting it around the camp, the more that she became aware of that blasted woman’s comments about the size of the spear. If she didn’t intend to use it as a spear, could she shorten it and still have the same effect? Olina used her cane much like Ciara used the j’na, so it was possible that she could. The Stormbringer knew that there had been a precedent for it, if not for the nya’shin.

      “I should have come to you sooner. I imagine that you were disappointed that Cheneth had me bring Jasn Volth to Hyaln.” The two of them were close, and more than simply because she was his instructor. Ciara hated that she cared about that relationship, and hated that her mind kept coming back to him.

      “Not for the reason you might think,” Alena said. She frowned. “You tried asking Sashi to take you from the barracks.”

      “I asked. She did not agree.”

      Alena huffed, a slight smile pulling on her mouth. “Well. There goes my belief that the draasin would do anything for you and nothing for me.”

      “I don’t command them,” Ciara said.

      “You summon.”

      “They are different.”

      “So it seems. Did you come thinking that you could convince me to coax the draasin into helping you?”

      Ciara nodded toward Alena’s door. “May we...”

      With a surge of power, a pattern emerged on the door, and Alena pressed on it, opening it. The inside glowed with the soft light from the fire in her hearth, casting dark shadows on the bed and table in the room.

      Not a fire, Ciara realized. The young draasin that she’d assisted with. Now she understood the protections that Alena placed on the door. The creature curled along one wall, already much larger than he had been when first hatched. He glowed a soft orange, the light that she’d mistaken for the hearth, and steam rose from his sides.

      “He has grown.”

      Alena snorted. “Grown? He eats enough to have grown. Did you know that at this size, the draasin can consume an entire deer? I’ve never had trouble hunting, but it’s taking all my skill to find enough for him to eat. I look forward to when he’s large enough to hunt on his own.”

      “You could ask Sashi.”

      Alena shook her head. “Sashi should be able to help care for the draasin. I think the females normally would, but she remains fearful. The only times when she does not is when she…”

      “When she is what?” Ciara prompted.

      “When she is with you.” Alena stopped next to the small draasin and patted his side. “She tells me what you did for her when Thenas came.”

      “I did what I had to in order to protect her.”

      Alena sniffed. “You did more than that.” Alena watched her for a moment. “And you don’t even know what that is yet, do you? You still don’t fully understand what you can do.”

      “Cheneth has taught what he can,” she said, thought that wasn’t quite true. That was the source of her argument with Cheneth. She wanted more than what the scholar had been willing to teach. She needed more than what he had been willing to teach.

      Alena said nothing for a while, patting the draasin as she stared at him. Without looking up, she asked, “Why did you come here? What is it that you want from me?”

      “I…” Ciara wasn’t entirely sure what she wanted from Alena. Help with the draasin. That might be enough. If she could convince Alena to speak to the draasin, to share more than images, would Sashi be willing to help? “Cheneth intends to let the hunters destroy the draasin.”

      Alena looked over slowly. “I suspected as much.”

      “You suspected, but you do nothing?”

      “What is there for me to do?” Alena asked. “There are hunters as skilled as myself, and I am only one person. I might be able to slow them, to convince the draasin to play up their injury, but that leaves them missing toes. And now Cheneth has taken a new tact.”

      Ciara waited, but Alena didn’t offer to explain any more. “The draasin can be saved,” Ciara said. “Think of Sashi. Had we done nothing, she would have been gone.”

      Alena turned her attention back to the draasin hatchling. “Perhaps.”

      “That doesn’t trouble you? You speak to them!”

      Alena jerked her head around, her eyes blazing with anger. Power built from her before she tamped it down. “I know that I speak to them.” She sighed. “It should be a blessing, you know that? The ability to understand the elementals. That is something so few ever experience, so for me to reach them, to be able to speak and understand the draasin, that should be a blessing. Only, what has it brought me? I nearly died connected to the draasin. The egg attempted to claim me. And the draasin that I speak the easiest with allows another to ride with her when it should be me.”

      “Is that what this is about? You’re jealous of the draasin? I will summon another—”

      Alena shook her head. “It’s not jealousy. It’s… I don’t know what it is. Maybe fear. I’ve seen the darkness we face and realize I’m not prepared to deal with it. The one person who can is not even from Ter. And the man who intends to lead us does so through secrecy.”

      Ciara took a step toward Alena. “I feel much the same. I want to help the draasin. I can’t speak to them, not as you can. They need to understand what I intend.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I want to heal as many of the draasin as I can. Bayan told me that there is an army of shapers, all riders. I would restore those draasin, and see if there is anything that we can do to bring them back to us.”

      Alena glanced again to the hatchling. “I… I think I can—”

      She never got the chance to finish.

      An explosion echoed outside.

      Alena jumped, sliding toward her.

      Ciara began tapping her spear, already trying to summon one of the elementals. Reghal…

      The nobelas lizard didn’t respond at first, and Ciara tapped her spear again. The draasin glass on the end flared with white light, enough that it cast away the shadows within Alena’s small dorm. The draasin sat up, ears perked as it sniffed at the air. Its stubby tail smacked at the stone wall of the dorm and he attempted to flap his wings until Alena whispered something to him.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded of Ciara. “You’re pulling on him.”

      “I…” That wasn’t what she wanted, but she didn’t know how to direct her summons. There was no real direction to it, only the summons, but now that Alena had pointed it out, Ciara realized that she had been calling to the draasin.

      Little Light. This is not Tenebeth.

      Ciara released a sigh. What then?

      Something else. You must come.

      She reached the door at the same time as Alena. The other woman shot her a glare. “What do you know about this attack?”

      “It’s not Tenebeth,” she said. “The elemental tells me that it’s something else.”

      Alena nodded. “Sashi as well.”

      “We should still hurry,” Ciara said.

      With a press of energy on one of the patterns on the door, it opened with one of Alena’s shapings. Ciara rushed out first, uncertain what to expect. She held onto her spear while at the same time mentally preparing a pattern, thinking of how she could summon one of the elementals but uncertain which she would begin with. Did she attempt earth, thinking that there might be something that the earth elementals might be able to buffer? Or did she try wind? She hesitated with fire, not certain that she wouldn’t just end up calling to the draasin again. That wasn’t what she wanted to do, partly because she worried about how Alena would react if she accidentally called to the small draasin.

      Another muffled explosion came, this one in the forest.

      Alena grabbed her hand and lifted them in the air.

      Ciara stifled a scream. She hadn’t traveled on a shaping like this before. Wind tore at her hair, threatening to shred her cloak, her dress, and tear the boots off her feet. Alena flew her deep into the forest, toward the sound of the explosion.

      Reghal… will you be there for me?

      Little Light, this is not Voidan. They use its power somehow, but not Voidan.

      Perhaps, but it is something else. I don’t know what it is, but I worry about what we might face when we land.

      I will be there.

      The last was said with some reluctance, though she wasn’t clear why that would be. There was something that Reghal wasn’t sharing with her, but what was it?

      Alena brought them back toward the ground, trees rushing past, the sharp bite of the pine filling her nostrils, before they landed once more on the ground. Power swept away from Alena, drifting into the trees.

      Ciara tapped her j’na on the ground. Once. Twice. By the third time, light bloomed from the end of the spear, the draasin glass glowing a brilliant white light that cast away the darkness. This same light had been necessary to defeat Tenebeth the last time that she had faced him, though Reghal claimed that they were not going to face Tenebeth.

      What then?

      Another blast exploded, this time closer.

      Ciara felt the power in the blast, felt the way that it swept over her, and began making a steady circle. Step, snap, step. The sound of her j’na striking the ground thundered in the air. Power shimmered with it, and the light coming from the end of the j’na disrupted all the shadows.

      She swept the spear around her, using the light to swing toward the trees.

      “What is it?” she asked Alena.

      The other woman stood fixed in place, either unwilling to move or using her shaping ability in ways that Ciara couldn’t detect, not that she expected to be able to detect anything with shaping.

      “This is—”

      Another explosion thundered.

      Had Alena not been there, had she not pressed away from her with whatever shaping she held, the blast would have thrown Ciara off her feet. As it was, the glowing from her j’na faltered for a moment before surging more brightly again.

      Ciara brought the spear down, but before she could hit the ground with it, something struck her hand, sending the spear flying. She dove for it, but it rolled out of reach.

      The sense of power built around her again, a pressure that raised the hairs on her arm and pressed within her ears, as if she climbed too high. She looked up and gasped.

      Three men approached, but that wasn’t the reason for her surprise.

      It was the spears they held in their hands, the ends glowing a brilliant green, leveling them at Ciara and Alena as if to unleash some torture. They were j’na, but who were these men?
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        The barracks was created as a means to destroy the elementals. When Cheneth coopted it, I did not know whether he served Nolan or if he knew the danger to the elementals. I have never managed to place someone within the barracks successfully. Cheneth has always managed to detect my intentions. As we are both Enlightened, that does not surprise me.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena watched as Ciara rolled to the ground, diving for her spear. That girl had such impressive abilities, something she had never seen, even in the time she’d visited Rens. How did she make the end of the spear glow? And more than that, how did she manage to use it to attack Tenebeth?

      This attack wasn’t Tenebeth. That much Alena felt certain of, but what exactly?

      The power that built had the edge of shaped energy but was concealed. Not concealed completely, or she wouldn’t have detected anything, but enough that she wasn’t able to determine what shaping was used.

      If only Bayan were here. That blasted woman could pick out the intent of any shaping, a skill that was more impressive than anything that Alena had ever experienced with shaping, with or without the elemental assistance.

      Where did it come from?

      She built a shaping of wind, mixing fire, and sent it sweeping away from her, but she met some sort of barrier that sent her shaping back to her, as if it rebounded.

      Damn!

      What was this attack?

      She began a shaping, pulling on each of the elements as she did. Is there anything that you can do to help? she asked Sashi.

      The draasin might not want to face Tenebeth, but if this wasn’t Tenebeth, would she be willing to aid in whatever was coming?

      I smell them. They are foul.

      Shapers, though. This is not Tenebeth.

      Not Voidan, but these are his servants.

      As Sashi sent that, Alena saw the shadowed form of three shapers appear at the edge of the woods. She held onto the shaping, readying for an attack, but waited, not willing to release her shaping quite yet. She didn’t know what she faced.

      But Sashi claimed these were Tenebeth’s servants.

      How do you know these are his servants?

      Watch the elements they command.

      The three appeared from the edge of the trees. All three held long staffs outstretched, the ends lowered toward them as if aiming a bow. The ends of the staffs glowed, much like Ciara’s did, only they also had glowing runes along the sides of theirs.

      She glanced over at Ciara. She inched closer to her spear, but one of the men pointed his and released a blast of green light. When it struck her spear, the damn thing nearly exploded, sending it sliding across the ground, far out of reach.

      Without the spear, there wasn’t anything Ciara could do. She had power, but only what she could summon through the spear.

      We could really use your help here, she sent to Sashi.

      Even were Sashi to respond, what would she do? Would she be able to fight these men in any way? What Alena needed was a distraction, and not much else. With that, she hoped she would be able to fend them off.

      “You will find we understand your little tricks, ala’shin.” The lead man spoke with a thick accent. Not Rens, but not Ter either. Where were these men from?

      Ciara crawled to her hands and knees, staring back at the men defiantly. A dangerous light glowed in her eyes, and Alena worried she might jump at them. They needed to give Sashi a chance to make her way to them. If the draasin could appear, they would level this attack, even it out somewhat.

      “What do you want with us?” Alena demanded. She put the strength of a wind shaping behind her words, letting them crackle in the air.

      The leader, a younger man with dark eyes and short black hair, turned to her. His sharp nose tipped back as he sniffed at the air. “You have a connection to the draasin. You will be useful as well.”

      Alena shivered at the calculating way that he simply stared at her. There was no emotion in his eyes, only an emptiness, a darkness, and more control than what she had seen when Thenas had attacked. This man might serve Tenebeth, but he did so in a way that was unlike Thenas.

      She reached for her sword. One of the staffs leveled on her, and the man holding it shook his head.

      I could use your help!

      There was no answer. If Sashi heard, she would have answered.

      Was it possible that this man somehow blocked her connection to the draasin?

      The idea of that terrified her. The ability to speak to the draasin had been with her for nearly as long as her ability to shape. If they were able to cut off her ability to reach the draasin, what if they were able to cut off…

      As she reached for her shaping, it failed.

      They were able to cut off her shaping.

      What kind of men would be able to separate her so cleanly from her ability to shape?

      The only answer was that there was someone like Cheneth. Hyaln. But they were scholars, perhaps purer scholars than what existed in Atenas. If they were willing to attack, then what Cheneth feared, a division of those who had trained him, had truly come to fruition.

      She glanced at Ciara. The woman glared at the others, but she didn’t move. Instead, she rocked slightly in place, her fingers tracing a soft pattern on her leg.

      The lead man stepped toward her.

      Ciara raised her hand.

      Light exploded from it, striking the man in the chest.

      The others pulled on their staffs. Whatever Ciara had done released Alena to shape once more. She grabbed for fire and sent a blast at both of the other men, aiming for their staffs, and sending them tumbling away.

      Alena unsheathed her sword and dove toward the leader as he swung his staff toward Ciara, rage filling his face.

      She caught the staff with her sword and twisted.

      Her blade flexed.

      Alena funneled earth and fire through the blade, reinforcing it, and jerked her arms around, strengthening herself with another shaping of earth. Sashi!

      She cried the name that she had given the draasin, uncertain whether she would answer.

      Ciara leaped to her feet and reached for her spear. With three sharp cracks against the ground, the end of her spear began to glow, pushing back the night.

      Where were the other two men?

      The lead man spun his staff, catching Alena’s sword and twisting it from her grip. The sword went flying, disappearing into the night.

      Alena braced herself for the next attack, drawing on shaped earth to protect her as much as possible and crossing her arms in front of her head. The man swung, his staff coming toward her head with such speed that there was nothing she could do to fend it off.
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        I think my failings come from the fact that he remained within Hyaln to study, whereas I was trained with purpose.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara watched in awe at the way that Alena swung her sword. The blade appeared as if it might break, but then with a pressure of power through the blade itself, she managed to deflect the j’na attacking her.

      She scrambled toward her j’na. If she could use it, she might be able to help them. The Stormbringer must have been helping her when she managed to use a small pattern to distract the man in the first place. Thankfully, she’d paid attention to Cheneth when she sat with him last. Had she not, she might not have known how to make such a pattern.

      Reghal, I could use your help!

      The nobelas lizard responded slowly, softly, and Ciara wondered if something had changed to her ability to reach him. Little Light…

      She heard nothing more.

      Her j’na rested at the edge of the trees. The length of wood was blackened, but as her hand brushed along it, she scraped off the char, revealing the smooth staff beneath. Her hand squeezed around it, feeling the reassuring patterns that her father had placed there for her use, and raced back toward Alena.

      Follow the pattern. That was what she needed to do.

      Step. Crack. Step.

      Three sharp smacks of her j’na into the ground, light bloomed from the end.

      She glanced over and saw the other man swinging his spear toward Alena. Her sword was missing, but when had she lost it?

      The j’na arced toward Alena.

      Ciara angled her spear and jabbed it into the ground, praying this summons worked.

      Wind erupted all around her, bending the branches of the pine trees, filling the air with the sharp scent of the trees and their needles. The distraction was enough for the man to glance at her, enough for Alena to shift her weight, and Ciara raced to help her.

      She caught the first attack along the length of her j’na.

      The force of it jolted through her, and she nearly dropped her spear again. She shifted her grip and swung, bringing it toward the man. He caught this easily and smacked her j’na once, twice, and the third time was so quick that she barely saw it. Only luck allowed her to block it.

      But she recognized what he did. There was a pattern to it, though one she wouldn’t have expected to find here. This was the pattern of the nya’shin.

      Ciara shifted her feet, bringing her j’na back and down. With this, she managed to turn the attack from defending to offense, driving the man back.

      She stepped and swung, flinging the j’na in a wide arc, ducking her head to avoid his counter. Another step, and this time when she swung, she connected with his j’na. A loud crack erupted in the night.

      The sound reminded her of the time she stepped through the summoning pattern.

      She almost dropped her j’na. Could she summon while fighting?

      There should be no reason that she couldn’t. She could follow the same steps and, rather than striking at the earth, she could use the next connection with his staff.

      The steps came more easily then.

      Step, spin, crack. The man blocked them, but he had a more determined look on his face. Step, spin, crack. Light surged in her j’na, bright as it had been when she faced Thenas. The growing darkness faded, replaced by the light from her j’na.

      But not only the light from her j’na. The other man carried light with him as well, the sickly green light that she had come to associate with Tenebeth. With each step, with each crack against her spear, the light from his staff glowed brighter as well.

      Ciara jumped back, suddenly concerned.

      If she could summon the elementals, what did he summon with each step he took?

      The man stood across from her, watching with a dark smile. “You are stronger than expected. You will be useful.”

      Ciara didn’t see the other two men come toward her until it was too late.

      Something struck the back of her head.

      She tried to spin, to raise her j’na, but she was a step delayed. When she did, she faced one of the other men. His staff caught her on the side of the leg, dropping her to the ground. The next attack caught her on the back. And then her j’na, the connection to the elementals, was torn from her grip.

      Light surrounded her.

      It was the same awful green light that she had seen the first time Tenebeth sought to claim her, the same light that Reghal had saved her from, pushing her back with the strength and weight of his compact body. But there was no Reghal this time. Her elemental had abandoned her, either leaving her behind or somehow torn from her.

      The next attack struck her head again, and finally the light faded, leaving her in nothing but blackness.
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        Jasn managed to succeed in infiltrating the barracks, but his hatred for the draasin made him a danger. There was much I could learn having Jasn there, but I feared he would not share once he understood the purpose of the barracks, at least as Cheneth saw it. It was a risk I had to take.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Shade stood in the shadows of the trees, holding onto the fallen girl. Only a girl, not a woman like he’d been led to believe, but already she’d proven herself a challenge. There had been several reports that she had managed to defy the fools who thought to serve the darkness, and Shade had decided he needed to find her. Power like that, especially in one so young, had to be harnessed. And he was the only one capable of doing so.

      It would take breaking her before he could rebuild her.

      “Where is the other?” Shade snapped. He hadn’t known that the shapers of Ter had a woman who spoke to the draasin. Such surprises here. Had he come alone, he might not have survived. As it was, this one almost overwhelmed him.

      “Gone. She disappeared when you grabbed her,” Haj said, pointing to the girl. “Are you sure it was worth exposing ourselves for her?”

      Shade scooped the girl up. She was lighter than he expected, or perhaps it was the summons of earth that he maintained that only made it seem that way. “We have already been exposed, or haven’t you heard about Atenas?”

      “Atenas was never ours.”

      Shade turned to Sevn, ignoring the wind summoning that poured off him. Of all the refugees from Hyaln, Sevn might be the most potent, which was why Shade needed him. If he made a misstep, Sevn would overtake his leadership, and it had taken nearly a decade for him to reach the point that he had.

      “Atenas was ours. We had the entire council.”

      “But not the Commander,” Sevn said.

      Shade’s eyes clouded. Not him, as much as he wanted to claim him. He still didn’t know where Lachen’s allegiances lay. Not entirely with Ter, or he wouldn’t have run off as often as he did. It was bad enough that the man was so damned capable. It was worse that they couldn’t determine which side he played.

      “We will convince him to join us in time,” Shade said.

      Haj glanced from Shade to Sevn, not speaking. Haj had the wisdom to remain silent, even though Shade knew him to have a sharp mind. But even the sharpest mind didn’t have the most dexterous fingers, and Sevn and Shade were known as two of the most skilled summoners. Shade had an additional edge with his shaping ability. Even Sevn didn’t possess much skill there.

      “What do you intend to do now that you’ve captured her?” Sevn asked.

      Shade glanced at the sky. It was a perfect night, with few stars and enough clouds to obscure their travels. Amusing how the people of this land had begun to fear the night, as if there were anything to fear about a source of such power. “I intend to turn her.”

      “Turn her. Do you think that she can be turned?” Sevn asked. “She’s already begun to learn the summons.”

      “She doesn’t know what she knows. And soon, she won’t remember what she doesn’t know.”

      Shade touched his hand to her temples, rubbing the index fingers in steady circles along the side of her head. Such a summoning would obscure her thoughts, one of the many benefits of summoning the night.

      “I still think this is a mistake,” Sevn countered. “We have enough trouble without adding this one to it.”

      Shade considered the girl. The other two had been completely overwhelmed between one shaper of Ter and this girl. It had been him who had managed to subdue her. He had seen the way that she used the spear—a j’na to her people, a nod to a lost art that he doubted she even understood. How could he choose not to find a way to use her?

      “She will be my responsibility. My project,” he said.

      Sevn and Haj watched him, but neither spoke.

      It was good that they didn’t. He had enough from both of them and had no interest in countering their weak arguments any longer. Besides, once he demonstrated the control that he could exert over this girl, they would want to work with summoners of their own.

      Shade started his summons, a call to fire and the draasin they had discovered within the forest. Probably the same beast that the shaper spoke to. Draasin were simple creatures once you understood them, and forcing her to follow him was no more difficult than forcing the wind to blow, or the earth to rumble. All it took was strength of will.

      And as this girl would soon learn, Shade had a will stronger than steel.
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        Death comes to us all. Shapers live long lives but are mortal the same as any other. I have tried to forge a connection between the elementals and Atenas, but none have shown any talent for communication, other than those Cheneth claimed.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena brushed herself off, rolling to the side, her body throbbing from the attack. Her ears rang, and she wasn’t sure whether it was from the explosion that had carried the attackers away, or if it came from them hitting her. It no longer mattered. Ciara was gone.

      The clearing was a mess of cracked trees and singed and burning grasses. How had they been surprised so easily? The attackers… they had used something like what Ciara could do, only with much more control.

      Cheneth had to know.

      She tried to move, but her body ached, throbbing in ways that she had never experienced before, at least not since she first came to the barracks to train. This was a brutal pain, one that left her barely able to move. But she had to. Reaching Ciara required that she had to move. That girl had helped them when she had no other reason to do so, no reason other than hatred for Ter, given the war between their people. And she had been the reason that they had survived more than they should have been able to survive. The creator knew that she was the only reason Alena was still alive.

      Reaching for the draasin, she felt the sense of the hatchling in her mind. Thankfully that wasn’t gone. She reached for Sashi, to ask her help in finding Ciara. Sashi had a connection to Ciara, even if the draasin would never admit it. But Sashi was gone.

      Alena crawled to her knees. She had been in the clearing before the attack. Where had she gone?

      Slowly, she managed to make it to her feet and stagger toward the trees. Her head spun, and each step sent throbbing agony through her. But she had to continue on. For Ciara, she had to find a way to reach Cheneth.

      Blast him from sending Volth away! As much as she hated to admit it, that man had the best chance of helping them reach her.

      There was movement in the edge of the trees.

      Alena held her breath and reached for her sword but realized that it had been knocked from her hand during the attack. She attempted a shaping, but the pain throbbing in her mind made that impossible.

      “Alena?”

      It was Cheneth’s voice.

      “Here,” she said.

      Three people appeared out of the darkness, Cheneth leading with a soft glowing light in his palm. The blasted man had more shaping ability than he’d ever let on. How much would he share now that they had need of his knowledge? He’d been keeping so much close, shielding it from the rest, and it was time that he stopped.

      “What happened? I felt the—” Cheneth cut off and looked around him. “What happened here?”

      “Attack,” she managed to say. Her tongue felt as if she’d bit it, making it thick. “Three of them.”

      “Shapers?” This was Ifrit. What was she doing here with Cheneth? Damn woman had betrayed them too many times, siding with Calan with his blasted hunt. But she had returned to the barracks with Eldridge. The two of them had brought Bayan back.

      “Not shapers.”

      “This looks like shapers attacked here,” Ifrit said. “Look at the blast marks. Fire and earth were used here.”

      And wind, Alena wanted to say, but it didn’t matter.

      Cheneth stopped close to her and handed her sword back over. Alena took it and slipped it into the sheath, wishing that she’d been capable enough to withstand the attack so that she could have helped Ciara better, but she had failed. What price would they pay for losing her?

      There was little doubt in Alena’s mind that they would have to pay some price. Ciara had proven herself to be a valuable ally against Tenebeth, and without her, how would they withstand another attack from him?

      “Was it them?” Cheneth asked.

      “The draasin thought it was, but I don’t think so,” she answered. The ringing in her ears had started to ease, and she managed to get control of the pain throbbing through her, as if her body already began to heal. Since the strange shaping that Volth had used on her, she had recovered more quickly than usual. She hadn’t taken the time to consider what that might mean, and now wasn’t the time either. “Three men. They carried staffs, sort of like what Ciara has. They were able to move enormous power, Cheneth. They brushed off my shaping like it was nothing.”

      In the pale light of his shaping, she saw him blanch.

      “You recognize them, don’t you?” she said.

      “Not them, perhaps, but what you describe.” He motioned to Ifrit and Bayan, who made a slow circuit around the clearing. “You’re sure this wasn’t shaped?”

      “I’m sure. I would have detected shaping.”

      He tipped his head. “Are you certain? Do you detect my shaping?”

      She focused on the ball of fire in his palm and shook her head. “No. Not yours. But it wasn’t shaping. They did the same sort of tapping dance that Ciara does, only theirs didn’t call on bright white light at the end of their spears. They had something like a sickly green.”

      Cheneth swore softly under his breath. “I had hoped we would have more time.”

      “More time for what?”

      “To get ready. So much is progressing, and I am underprepared.”

      Alena laughed. “If you’re underprepared, then what about the rest of us?”

      Cheneth shook his head. “You’ll continue to learn, and I think the connection to the elementals will prove valuable.”

      “But what is this? You said it’s not Tenebeth,” Bayan said as she approached. “There was power here, but I can’t tell what it was.”

      From anyone else, such a statement would have been odd, but this came from Bayan, a woman with the ability to detect the use of shapings and to know details of them unlike anyone she’d ever known. For Bayan to be unable to detect what happened here meant that Alena had been right.

      “That’s what I said,” Alena told her. “This wasn’t shaped.”

      Cheneth whispered something softly, and the wind began to blow. Alena detected no shaping from him, but he knew how to shield his shaping.

      Bayan watched him, her eyes growing wider. “There’s no shaping,” she said, leaning into Alena.

      Cheneth turned to her. “Good. You can tell the difference.”

      “What difference?”

      “There is no shaping because I was not shaping. This was a summons to the elementals.”

      “Like what Ciara does?” Alena asked.

      “Not like Ciara. There is a reason that I struggled to teach her,” Cheneth said.

      Alena gripped the hilt of her sword, wishing that Cheneth would stop being so obtuse with them. They needed answers, not more questions. “Damn it, Cheneth. Can you not just tell us something straight? We’ve seen what we face, and we need to know what we’re dealing with.”

      A smile pulled on his lips. “You’ve seen the answer, Alena, even if you didn’t know what it was. Ciara summons with her spear, what they call a j’na. In some ways, I am responsible for what she’s able to do. I trained her father, and others like him, using the spears to learn to summon the elementals, to try and draw them out of the damned war. And even that isn’t enough.”

      “What is?”

      “The light,” he said, staring at the sky. “The elementals are safest when they’re drawn to the light. Ciara is the embodiment of that. She can call on the light itself. You’ve seen it when the end of her spear glows. It’s because of her light that she’s able to dismiss Tenebeth.”

      “And you don’t summon the light?”

      Cheneth smiled sadly. “Not the light. I can shape, and I can summon the elementals—that’s how I managed to teach her father—but I’m not able to call on the light. Or the dark.”

      He said it so casually that Alena wasn’t sure what to make of it. “The dark. You mean Tenebeth.”

      “I mean the dark.” He sighed. “It took me a while to understand why we never heard of Tenebeth before, but I think I do now. There are those within Hyaln who are responsible. They thought to study it, thinking they could control the darkness, that they can control that power.”

      “They think to control Tenebeth?”

      Cheneth sighed again. “They don’t consider him the same way. They don’t view him as Tenebeth. They view the darkness as a means to power the same as they view light as a means to power.”

      “How is it that you know of this?” Alena asked.

      Cheneth met her eyes. “When I left recently, I returned to Atenas. A friend called on me, asking that I come.”

      “You have friends in Atenas?”

      Cheneth smiled slightly. “Perhaps not me, but Eldridge, and I answered on his behalf. While he searched for Bayan, I went to Atenas.”

      “Who called for you?” This was Ifrit. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest. Alena still feared that Ifrit sided with Calan and that placed them in danger, especially if she intended to hunt the draasin. How would Alena and the others prove to Ifrit that hunting the draasin was not what they needed to do?

      Even more than that, how would they prove to others in Ter that they couldn’t hunt the draasin?

      But if Tenebeth tainted them, how could they not?

      “There’s a healer there,” Cheneth started, and Alena already knew who he meant. “One who saw that the fight has spread.”

      “What fight?” Bayan asked.

      Cheneth took a deep breath and looked around the clearing. His eyes seemed to catch the starlight. “The one that I will need your help in fighting,” he said. “Or we will lose. We will all lose.”
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        Losing Katya changed Jasn and drove him insane. The healer became the warrior, and what a warrior he was. Stories of the Wrecker of Rens traveled well beyond the border of the battleground, as did stories of his exploits. How does a man survive when no others can? That was the question I sought to understand.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “You’re quiet,” Katya said. She sat on a rock at the edge of the shore. Every time that she spoke to him, she did so outside, letting the sound of the waves cover their conversations, almost as if she feared someone overhearing them.

      And maybe she did. In the time that he’d been here, he had spent little time in the castle itself. Most of it was along the rock, or on the ledge with Rehnar. Never in the castle, other than to eat and to sleep.

      He interacted with few other people as well. There was that concern that Katya had of others overhearing, and then there was the concern about how Hyaln had been fractured, but Jasn saw no evidence of it. In fact, he saw nothing of anyone else.

      “I’ve watched you as you train. Did you know that?”

      Jasn shook his head. How would he have done had he known that she watched? He still had that flutter in his stomach every time that he saw her, though it lessened the longer that he was here. How could he ever get used to the fact that she was supposed to be dead? And how would he ever get used to the fact that she had lied to him for so long?

      Maybe he wouldn’t.

      “You have grown in your skill,” Katya told him.

      Jasn tried not to let the compliment sway him, but this was still Katya. In many ways, he doubted that he would ever be over her, even though in the week that he had been here, she had shown no interest in rekindling the romance that they once shared. A closeness, perhaps, but she had remained reserved around him.

      “Rehnar gives me little choice,” Jasn said. The old man reminded him of Wyath in some ways, skilled with shaping but unrelenting.

      “He was the same with me,” she admitted.

      Jasn sighed and shook his head. “How long have you been here? How long has Hyaln been your home?”

      “I came when I was young. Brought here really, by someone with incredible power. They claimed that I would be able to control the elements. At that age, such things were compelling.”

      Jasn smiled. They were compelling to him even now. “I never realized how much more I could shape,” he said.

      Katya nodded, her face serious. “There is much that Atenas does not understand. There are those who try, but they cannot reach what they need.”

      “The scholars?” he asked.

      “The College of Scholars seeks understanding, but they have no real talent. Atenas made a mistake separating the two.”

      “I didn’t realize that it was a conscious choice.”

      “Jasn, you were in Atenas long enough to know that the Order trains shapers of power. Especially over the last few years where they have wanted nothing more than to destroy Rens.”

      “I don’t think that is all that Atenas wants.”

      A troubled look crossed her face. “No. That is what I suspect as well.”

      “Does Hyaln have anything to do with it?”

      “I would have said no, but then…”

      “Then you went to the barracks.”

      The hadn’t spoken much about what had happened with her when she left the barracks, nothing other than his accusation when he first arrived in Hyaln, and that served no purpose other than to make him feel better, which it did not. He couldn’t change the fact that he’d thought her dead and that he’d been willing to die, willing to sacrifice himself in Rens for a woman who had only pretended to care about him.

      That was something he suspected more and more the longer that he was here in Hyaln. She had used him, targeting him like some sort of asset. Surprisingly, that made it easier to discover that she was alive.

      “What can you tell me?” he asked.

      “Can or should?”

      “I’m here, Katya,” he said. Rehnar still called her Ilyana, but he couldn’t bring himself to use any name other than the one that she had claimed during the time that he had known her, just as he couldn’t bring himself to call her Issa, the name she’d gone by when she was in the barracks. He didn’t know which of them—if any—had been her real name, but maybe that didn’t matter.

      Katya sighed. “You’re asking questions that have difficult answers to explain. Hyaln is a place shrouded in secrecy. Cheneth should never have sent you here, but then, I begin to suspect that Cheneth never did anything that he was supposed to do.”

      “What is the divide with the wise?”

      Katya licked her lips, and Jasn looked away, fearing that she would draw him into the same feelings that he had struggled with since realizing that she still lived. “To understand the divide, you have to understand Hyaln. This is a place of study, where those who seek to understand the elements can come to train.”

      “Only the elements? Because it seems to me that Regnar is teaching me about summoning the elementals as well.”

      “What are the elementals but extensions of the elements?” Katya asked.

      Jasn frowned at the comment. That didn’t fit with his understanding of the elementals, though he had not been able to speak with them for long, and he was pretty certain that Rehnar had used only elemental power to beat him each time he trained with the man.

      “Hyaln has spent centuries searching for understanding, striving to know what it means to reach the core of the elements. There are those who think that there is something greater than only the elements, that there is something beyond the elementals. Most who have studied in Hyaln agree that must be true, but the majority feel that the only way to reach those higher powers, that greatness that is beyond the elementals and the power of the elements themselves, is to use the gifts that we’ve been given.”

      “Like shaping.”

      “Shaping is a part of it. So too is summoning. The rune traps are another.”

      “Rune traps?”

      Katya drew a shape in the dirt. Jasn recognized the shape. It was similar to what was used on the draasin pen. “These shapes—in Hyaln they are called runes—can trap and hold elemental energy. They can take years to master even something as simple as—”

      Jasn made the shape that he’d needed to survive the rock collapsing on him, pressing earth into it as he did. There came a soft rumble, and he knew that it set.

      “I see that you’re familiar with some of them.”

      He shrugged. “Only a few. I imagine that there are others?”

      “A great many others,” Katya said. “And the order that they’re used matters almost as much as the pattern and rune itself. We have some in Hyaln who study only the rune traps. Others study only the art of summoning, and others will study only shaping.”

      Jasn sat back, listening to the sound of the waves crashing below. What she described was more like a joining of the scholars with the Order. Not having them together weakened them both.

      “You said the majority,” he prompted.

      Her face darkened. “Yes. A majority of those in Hyaln recognize that the way to reach the power in the world is through the elements. We have mastered many ways in which to do that. But not all of them recognize that. We have long understood that there is power in both the day and the night, and there are those who would like to understand even more power, who think that there is a way that they can harness and use both.”

      What she described sounded too much like Tenebeth.

      “And that’s why you went to the barracks.”

      “I went to the barracks to discover what Cheneth might intend. There were some who were concerned that he had broken off for a darker reason.”

      Jasn stared out at the flat expanse of the sky. There was nothing but gray. No clouds, nothing but the stretch of sea that separated the horizon. “Cheneth seeks to fight Tenebeth,” Jasn said.

      “I saw that he collected those with certain talents,” Katya said.

      “Like those with the ability to speak to the elementals?”

      She nodded.

      “How many in Hyaln can speak to them?” When she didn’t answer, he pressed her. “If the wise left, there aren’t any, are there?”

      “There are ways in which the elementals are reached, but few are able to directly communicate with them.”

      Jasn frowned. “Why?”

      She shook her head. “The Wise never explained their reasoning.”

      “But you suspect.”

      “When Cheneth began collecting those with the ability, I realized there might be something more than most in Hyaln understood.” She leaned forward and fixed him with a hard expression. “Tell me again how many in the barracks were able to speak to the elementals.”

      Jasn shrugged. “I don’t think Cheneth can.”

      “No. I don’t either.”

      “But there’s Alena. Myself. Thenas developed the ability, as did Ifrit.”

      “And Wyath,” she said.

      Wyath’s ability was unique in some ways. He was able to speak to earth even before Jasn had healed him, but after that, he developed something more than just the ability with earth. Alena had mentioned how he could hear the other elementals. Perhaps not speak to them, but he could certainly hear them.

      “Would you like me to try the healing on you?” he asked Katya.

      She breathed out softly. “Do you think it would work without an injury to heal?”

      He hadn’t considered that before, but then, he hadn’t intentionally tried to give someone the ability to speak to the elementals. Had it not been for Thenas, he wouldn’t have known what he could do. In some ways, were he not careful, that ability was more of a curse than anything.

      “It’s hard to say what would happen. Maybe nothing would happen. Maybe it does only work when I’m trying to heal an injury. Or maybe you would end up with the ability to speak to one of the elementals.”

      If she were able to summon the elementals like Rehnar, adding the ability to speak to them would make her even stronger.

      “I doubt the Varden would be pleased.”

      “What’s the Varden?”

      “You have much to learn about Hyaln. You have been here a few weeks, but not long enough to really understand. Hyaln has been in place for countless years, and there are those who specialize in certain areas of knowledge. Each area chooses one to represent them. This is the Varden.”

      “It’s like the council in Atenas.”

      “The council consists of warriors only. Each member has the same background, and most have the same skills.”

      “Other than the Commander.”

      She smiled. “The current Commander is unique.”

      Jasn wondered what she meant by the comment. Lachen was unique, but then, he was no longer the man that Jasn had once known. Were it not for Lachen, he wouldn’t have ended up in the barracks. He might still be in Rens, still facing draasin that he now understood to be tainted, or fighting the last remnants of the people of Rens, driving them deeper into the waste. But Lachen had called on his old friend, and used him, pulling him into a grander war than any that Jasn had ever known.

      “The Varden is not the same?”

      “Each member of the Varden has an equal voice.”

      “No one leads?”

      Her slight smile spread. “I wouldn’t say that. There might be equal voice, but that doesn’t mean equal influence. Lately, the summoners tend to speak more loudly than many of the others, though the shapers have a strong voice as well.”

      “How many different areas are there?” She’d mentioned summoning—and Jasn had begun to learn some of that from Rehnar. And he knew shaping well enough from his time in Atenas, and from working with Alena. He suspected that the rune trap would be another. How many of the Varden would there be?

      “The current configuration is for summoning, shaping, Enlightened, and runes.”

      He laughed. “Current. As in it could change?”

      She nodded. “It’s not a given the power will remain the same. Were I to gain the ability to speak to the elementals, there would need to be another voice of the Varden, such as we once had with the wise.”

      “I find it hard to believe that there wasn’t anyone here who could speak to the elementals.”

      Katya stared out over the water. “Hyaln is many things, but we have limits.” There was something she left unsaid.

      Jasn let the silence linger. There wasn’t the need to create any more awkwardness between them. After everything that had happened to them, there was enough of that.

      “You said the summoners tend to have more influence. They lead the Varden?”

      She nodded. “Summoning is many things. Rehnar has shown you much of that. It is a way to connect to the elements in a different way than shaping allows, one in which you connect through the elementals and can direct the power that they possess. Few ever manage much strength with summoning, few manage anything more than a basic skill, but there are some who have developed it to such a level that they can control the elementals with little more than a…”

      “Tap of a spear?” Jasn answered.

      She nodded. “Little more than that.”

      “What do you mean that they control the elementals?”

      “Have you not noticed that was what you have been learning? When you work with Rehnar, there is an understanding that you will learn the way that you can direct the elementals. The technique is something that most can learn, but especially those with shaping ability.”

      Jasn thought of Ciara and the power that she managed to summon. She had no real shaping ability, at least, not that he’d seen, but she might be a more potent summoner than anyone who was in Hyaln. She was raw and needed training, but she would likely be able to call upon more power than even Rehnar.

      “So they control the elementals,” Jasn said.

      “There is more to it. A separation even within the Varden.” Katya frowned, and he could tell she was uncomfortable. “I shouldn’t even tell you this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not even certain the conflict is real,” Katya said. “How could I when none even speak of it? I am not as skilled at summoning as some, and certainly not as skilled as the Khalan.”

      “I’ve heard you use that term before. What is it?”

      “They are the summoners. There are those like Rehnar who can summon, who have much skill and have mastered techniques that others struggle to understand. With what he can do, there is significant power, especially when combined with shaping. And then there are the Khalan. They have something almost supernatural about their ability to summon.”

      Then Ciara would be—or could be—among the Khalan. If that were the case, why had Cheneth objected to her coming with him? She could bring him to Hyaln, but he didn’t want her remaining behind, as if unwilling for her to risk herself too greatly.

      “That’s where the rift exists, isn’t it? Between those like Rehnar, and the Khalan?”

      “The Khalan think they can control more than only the elementals. They think they can call upon the fundamental powers of the world and use this to their own ends. Those of the Khalan have enough control, and enough strength of will, that they are able to do that.”

      She fell silent, and Jasn watched her for a moment. There was something that she wasn’t saying, something that he missed, but he wasn’t sure what. Were it not for the nearly two years they had spent together, time where he had no idea that she was anything other than another shaper of the Order, he wouldn’t have recognized it. But there were certain ticks that had been her, and he recognized the way that she bit the inside of her lip and rubbed two fingers on her temple.

      “What did you do before you studied the barracks?” he asked.

      She blinked and stopped rubbing at her temple for a moment. “Why is that important?”

      “We were together for two years before I thought you dead. But you weren’t in the barracks for two years. You were there for six months, possibly less.”

      “It was about that long.”

      “What of the time that you were in Atenas before then?”

      Katya sighed, and a soft shaping built. She made no effort to mask it, though he suspected that she could. This was water and a hint of earth, with a touch of fire. And suddenly, Katya no longer sat across from him.

      He’d seen this woman, a face that he knew in Atenas as Mychelle, one of the scholars who had come to Atenas.

      “How?”

      “A mask,” she said, releasing the shaping so that Katya now looked at him again. “One that allowed me access to places I would not otherwise have been.”

      Jasn laughed bitterly. “Now I understand why Rehnar said names don’t matter. Of course, they don’t when you can take on any face you want.” He focused on water, reaching briefly for the elemental for help. “Is this even your real face?”

      “You’ve touched my face. You know this is me.”

      The tenderness in her voice caught him off guard. Not only had he touched her face, but he’d kissed her lips, held her body against his… And so much of it had been a lie, much like the quiet conversations they had shared, the dreams of a life they would one day lead. None of it had been real. Not even her name.

      Jasn controlled his breathing and forced the emotion from his mind. That wouldn’t serve him, not with what he needed to do. “The control you’re describing sounds too much like what Cheneth fears with Tenebeth.”

      Her face remained neutral, but he’d known her. She couldn’t hide her emotions with him as well as she thought.

      “The Khalan broke free of Hyaln, didn’t they?” he asked.

      She looked at him with sadness in her eyes, and he wondered if it was because of the Khalan, or because he had forced the conversation away from the reminiscing. “Much like with the wise, some have left, disappearing nearly one year ago.”

      His breath caught. One year couldn’t have been a coincidence. But the wise hadn’t attempted to summon Tenebeth. Would the Khalan?

      “That’s the reason I returned, Jasn,” she said softly. “The Varden called me back. Called all who would return back to Hyaln so that we could understand what it meant that the Khalan had left.” She met his eyes and shook her head slowly and sadly. “You’ve asked how much of it was real. This,” she said, sweeping her hand down the front of, “me. This is all real. The conversations we shared were real. I am real.”

      “But Hyaln was more important.”

      She never took her eyes off him, but she inhaled deeply. “Unfortunately, yes.”
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        I doubt Jasn knew I studied him. How could I not when his ability might be key to preventing catastrophe?

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara awoke to throbbing in her head. She opened her eyes, but there was nothing more than the same darkness that she’d seen when they were closed.

      Where was she?

      Captured. That much she knew.

      She focused on her breathing, on reaching for water sensing to detect what might be around her, letting her nya’shin training take over. First, she listened for the pounding of her blood within her, holding onto that connection. She might only be a water seeker, not able to shape it, but she was able to detect water as long as she wasn’t too dehydrated.

      The sense of her heartbeat came slowly, as if from a great distance. How weakened was she? If she had water, she would be able to sense better. When she’d been stuck on the waste, nearly dying of thirst, her ability to sense water had faded as well.

      What of Reghal? Could she reach him? The lizard had brought her gourds before that had saved her life. Now she was connected to him, able to reach him with only a thought… but why hadn’t he come to her to help? Why had he left her alone when she was attacked?

      Her experience with him told her that he wouldn’t have. Not if there was anything he could have done. The lizard was bonded to her in a way, connected so that he would not have left her.

      That meant that whoever had taken her had managed to separate her from him.

      She worked her tongue over the inside of her mouth. It was dry, and her throat hurt. The more she thought about it, her entire body hurt, throbbing with the pain of the attack.

      Was anything broken? She wasn’t skilled enough with water to detect whether she was more injured than she realized, and her inability to reach for the connection made it even more difficult for her to know.

      “You are awake.”

      The voice was the same as the awful man who had attacked her. She could still see the green light surrounding him, the same green light that came from Tenebeth, a light that shined too brightly in her nightmares.

      But this light was real. It started slowly, building brighter and brighter, until the shadows of his face loomed into focus. He leaned over her, close enough that she could hit were she able to easily move her arms. His breath smelled of the pine of the forest and the damp earth, almost sickly sweet, like the scent of rot.

      “You cannot hide from me.” He tipped a cup toward her mouth, and she refused it, clamping her lips shut, afraid to accept anything from the man who would attack her. The man chuckled softly and pulled it back. “Such spirit. Not surprising, given your heritage. Rens always had more spirit than they were given credit for. Drink. This is water only.” As if to prove it, he brought the cup to his mouth and took a long drink before offering it to her again.

      Ciara resisted, but the cool water slipped past her lips and wet her tongue. There was no flavor, nothing that would make her think it had been poisoned, only the wetness of the water.

      Against her better judgment, she opened her mouth slightly, accepting a swallow first, and then more, drinking all the water in the cup.

      The man chuckled again and set the cup next to him.

      Ciara focused on water sensing. With her thirst quenched, she should be able to reach for water, to reach for the connection, but other than the faint pulsing within her veins, she wasn’t able to detect anything.

      “What did you do to me?” she asked.

      “Do? You are dangerous, ala’shin. We protected ourselves from you.”

      Dangerous. If she were so dangerous, then she would have managed to escape from them. Instead, she was captured, trapped by men she knew served Tenebeth.

      “Why?”

      “Why? You must learn, ala’shin. Is that not what you’ve asked?”

      She tensed. “Learn what?”

      The man crossed his arms over his chest. “Ah, the questions without answers. For now. They will come soon enough, but for now… for now, you will remain here.”

      He stood and Ciara lunged for him but found that she could only move her hands and bend at the waist. Her legs and arms didn’t work. Not even her fingers moved.

      “A precaution that will be relaxed in time,” he said. “You have shown yourself more competent than I expected. I will not have you attempt a summons against me until I am ready.”

      She licked her lips. He knew, and somehow he managed to block her ability to move. Not only that, but he blocked her ability to reach Reghal. Even water was obscured from her.

      “Who are you?”

      The man, now working at a small table, glanced at her. “I am someone who wants to correct the imbalance in the world.”

      “By serving Tenebeth?”

      He laughed again. “Serving. Is that what you believe? Is that what they taught you? Ah, ala’shin, you have much to learn, much about your birthright. And that is why I have brought you here.”

      If Ciara could crawl away from him, she would. “My birthright? What would you know about me?”

      He set his hands down on either side of the table. The tips of both index fingers moved in a swirling motion, one that worked counter to the other. Ciara could almost make out the power that he summoned in such a motion. “You are of Rens. How can I not know about you?”

      She thought of the staff that she’d seen. A j’na, she was certain of it. But did that make him nya’shin? Did that mean that he was from Rens?

      He was trying to play with her emotions, make it seem like he sided with her when he did not. She had seen the way that he attacked, the power that he summoned. There was no question where his allegiance lay.

      “I saw you using the power of Tenebeth,” she said.

      The man sniffed. “Tenebeth. A term of fear, I would think. Those who serve him call him the Lord of Night. Perhaps that is more fitting. There are other names for him, those filled equally with fear, names such as—”

      “Voidan,” she whispered.

      He cocked his head to the side before nodding. “Yes. Voidan. Interesting that you know that name… ah, but the other with you spoke to the draasin. A pity she escaped.”

      Alena escaped. That was good to know. At least if she got away, then Cheneth could learn what happened. But would there be anything that he could do?

      Would he send the shapers after her? She was not of Ter. What would a girl from Rens matter to them?

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      The man smiled, and the green light around him began to fade. “You can call me Shade.”

      She laughed bitterly. “Shade. What kind of name is that?”

      “Not a name. But it is what you may have.”

      “What’s your real name?”

      “In time, ala’shin. Have you not learned that names matter?”
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        On the Nasthar Plains, I saw an attack that should have killed him. A draasin left him burned, his body a ruin, and all others with him dead. Yet he lived. Not only did he live, but he returned to the border unscathed, as if he had never been harmed. None ever learned of the extent of his injuries, but I knew. Only an elemental bond could make that possible.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara couldn’t move, no matter how hard she might try.

      The room was dark around her, but she was thankful the green light had faded, leaving her in a real darkness. Her mouth was dry again, and she hated that she wished for another drink of water.

      She was alone.

      All she had were her thoughts and the faded sense of her heart beating within her chest. Her pulse was more rapid than it should be, another sign of dehydration. Ciara strained for the connection to water, wanting to reach it, wishing that she could find some way to know if there were others around her, anyone else nearby, other than the strange man.

      But he hadn’t tormented her.

      That had been her fear when she first awoke in the darkened room. Other than taking her ability to reach for water sensing—and possibly separating her from Reghal—she hadn’t been harmed.

      Her stomach grumbled, the only sound in the room other than her breathing.

      She had to find a way to get free. Shade served Tenebeth. She was certain of that. And if he served Tenebeth, how much longer before he summoned Tenebeth and the darkness returned? She had resisted him in the past, fought against his seduction, but now she was no longer certain that she would be able to continue to do so, especially if she couldn’t reach for the connection to Reghal. Tenebeth had managed to force himself on her father, and he was the strongest man that she had known.

      If only she could summon the elementals, but to do that, she would have to move, and she could not. Her arms moved, and she could bend at the waist, so she sat up for a while, but with the darkness all around her, she saw nothing.

      Cheneth claimed that she might be able to learn to summon without using the j’na, without using any movements, but Ciara had no instruction on how. Reghal had begun to help, and she’d seen that there was a way to do it, if she could visualize the pattern in her mind, but doing so required focus and concentration that she struggled to maintain.

      So she lay with her head on the hard surface, some sort of stone slab. Waiting.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Time passed slowly. Ciara still could not detect the drawing of water, and still couldn’t sense anything other than the slow pulsing of her heart, regardless of how much she strained for it. Gradually, light began to fill the room, the same steady, sickly green that she’d seen from the man.

      When Shade appeared next to her, she noted the thick scent of pine and the earthy stink of rot before he said anything. She hadn’t seen any doors open, had not felt a shifting of the stagnant air around her, nothing that would signal how he had appeared. He simply was.

      “Why do you torture me?” she asked. “Do you think it will help you convince me to join him?”

      Shade chuckled. “Impressive that you recognized that I was here.”

      “I see you.”

      He leaned forward, more shadows than anything, until she could smell him more clearly. “If you see me, then you can summon the same power, ala’shin.”

      “I will not use Tenebeth.”

      “Ah, you give him a name when you should not. Names grant him power over you.”

      “You said that names matter.”

      Shade chuckled again. “Names matter because they are power. His is power, but of the sort that not any can use. Not like the other elements.”

      “He is darkness. Even the name you have claimed serves him.”

      “The name I have given to you. And how does it serve anything? What of wind? Water? Earth? Fire?” Shade stepped close enough that she could see the outline of his face. His dark eyes pierced through the shadows and held her in a heavy gaze. “Do you think that darkness and light are any different? They are a part of this world as well.”

      “Fire never attempted to destroy other elementals.”

      “No? You have ridden the draasin. I can sense that much about you. Powerful creatures like that, and you think they are benevolent? All elementals have a purpose.”

      Ciara shifted on the slab, her back aching, either from where she’d been struck or because she’d been lying in this place for so long. She wanted to move but could not. Even sitting up might be better, but sitting up would put her face to face with him, and she had no intent of doing that. “Tenebeth is no elemental.”

      “Perhaps not the way that you have been taught to see the elementals, but that creature is no different. There are those who understand such things.”

      “Like Hyaln? I’ve heard what—”

      “You have heard from one man. A man who has chosen to separate himself from what he could learn, abandoning the opportunity for lessons that would grant him a greater understanding. No, you have not heard, ala’shin.”

      He stood in silence, and Ciara held her breath, focusing on water. If she could sense him, if she could detect his pulse, she might know when he returned. She might be able to use that to help her escape. And then she would have to find a way out.

      “Why are you doing this? Why do you care about me?”

      “Care? I would not say that I care about you. You have potential, and you can help shift the balance. That is what I care about.”

      “What balance?” she demanded. Frustration surged through her at her inability to reach anything with water. She could find some connection to water within herself, but nothing like what she should. There was not the steady pulsing through her veins that she should feel. There was not the pounding of her heart. There was barely the sense of her sweat or any of the other moisture within her body. There was nothing.

      And from Shade… she detected nothing from him as well. As much as she wanted to, she picked up no sense of his heart, or his blood, or sweat. Almost as if he were not standing across from her. Were she not unable to detect herself, she might think that he wasn’t standing right in front of her.

      “There is a balance, ala’shin, one that you will understand more as you follow along the pathway. You will understand in time. These first lessons are only the beginning, but others will come. And in time, you will see that your ability to call to the elementals means that you can serve a role in resetting the balance.”

      “These are lessons? You coming here, taunting me, speaking cryptically about what you intend and telling me that you control Tenebeth rather than the other way around?” She sat up then and wished that she could move her fingers. Her arms couldn’t make the necessary patterns, not as well as she wanted in order to summon the elemental strength that she had used to create the explosion when she was first abducted. That had surprised her as much as anything. Had it not worked, she would have been less surprised. “The green that swirls around you tells me that you serve him. You might think it’s the other way around, but I can see his influence. I have spoken to him.”

      Shade leaned toward her, his smile fading. “You have spoken to those who worship him, but I doubt that you have spoken to the darkness. There is nothing to speak to, only power to claim, power you fear when you should not. And this light that you fear, this green you claim swirls around me, you must see that it is around you as well. How else could we have found you?”

      With that, he faded. The scent of pine and decay disappeared. The darkness did not, leaving her with the strange, awful green light.

      She waited for the light to fade, for there to be nothing but darkness, but it did not.

      Could he have been right? Could the light come from her?

      If so, why had she not seen it before?

      She sighed, wishing for the ability to at least sense water. If she were wishing for something, she would wish to be able to reach Reghal once more. The lizard knew things and could help keep her safe.

      Instead, she was left with only the trembling fear that she might already have begun to serve Tenebeth.
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        It never dawned on me that Cheneth might collect those with similar abilities. Neither did it dawn on me that he was an outcast of Hyaln. Perhaps had we worked together, we would not have needed a separate camp, but had we done that, I would never have discovered the depths of the betrayal within Hyaln.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena stood inside the city, listening to the cacophony of sounds around her. Bayan stood at her side, saying nothing. Neither of them had spoken after shaping their way to Atenas. They made a point of returning outside the city and walking the rest of the way into the city itself, mostly in silence.

      “What was Cheneth thinking?” Alena asked softly.

      Bayan took a shivering breath and looked up. “You know him better than I.”

      “I don’t know him at all,” Alena said. She might think that she knew him, but the man she knew wasn’t the man who now led the barracks. She once thought that she had served as a scholar, but Cheneth was much more than that.

      “How will we find Oliver?” Bayan asked her.

      “Atenas. He will be in Atenas.”

      “But Cheneth said Oliver discovered something about the council.”

      That troubled her more than anything. Cheneth knew about a problem with the Order, with the council leading it, and did nothing.

      “He claims this is not his fight.”

      “How is it not?” Bayan asked softly. “If this is his Hyaln who attacks, how is it not his fight?”

      Alena sighed, wishing she had an answer. Any answer would be better than the questions she was left with. “He claims Hyaln fractured, and that this is not the Hyaln he knew. Now he searches for Ciara,” Alena said.

      She doubted he would find her. Wherever those men had gone, they had taken her—and not only her but Sashi as well. Had Tenebeth once again claimed the draasin? After all they had done to try to protect her, they had still failed.

      They started through the city, and Alena took in the sights of carts moving along the streets. Supplies, she suspected. The war was supposed to be wrapping up, a war that had been a mistake from the beginning, but this had the appearance of another buildup. Why? What purpose would the Commander have for driving them back into Rens?

      The last time that she’d been here had been with Wyath. Eldridge had brought them, leading them to Oliver in order to save him. That was the first time that Alena really saw Volth’s potential.

      “Eldridge should be here now,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “I haven’t been back to Atenas since I left for Rens,” Bayan said. She looked around, a distant expression in her eyes. She rubbed the back of her neck, brushing her dark hair out of the way. “There was a time when I thought that I would remain in Atenas, serving the Order. I had been so excited simply to be raised to the Order, to learn that I could shape each of the elements.” Bayan fell silent as she made her way through the streets.

      “There was a time when I thought I might one day lead the Order,” Alena said.

      Bayan glanced over at her, her brow furrowed, but said nothing.

      They reached the base of the tower and paused at the door leading inside. They could shape their way in, especially now that Alena knew the trick of reaching the inner portion of the tower, but she didn’t want to return to Atenas that way. No, this would be better. Harder, but better.

      She pulled open the door and started inside. Within the tower, the entrance rose two stories in a grand foyer, stairs curling off and up on either side. Paintings of the first shapers hung, representations of the first shapers, those men and women who had founded the Order and who had first settled Atenas. Then there had only been a city. The tower had come later, as a place to learn, but more than that, it became an icon in Ter, a place that all associated with the power of the shapers. Over time, that power consolidated.

      Always, though, the college of scholars had been separate, counseling the order. That ceased only in the last few years. The Commander had something to do with it, but perhaps it was the council as well.

      “Where will we find Oliver?” Bayan whispered. “I’ve never known where to find the different guilds.”

      Now that she’d come with Eldridge, Alena knew. It might not matter, but she did. “Up,” she said.

      A part of her wanted to wander through the tower, to visit places that she hadn’t been in over a decade, but they had a purpose. Cheneth had warned them that Oliver might be in danger and they might need to protect him. Once, Alena would have scoffed at the notion that she might be able to help others of the Order, or that she had skills that they didn’t, but she had learned much in her time working in the barracks. There were things she discovered that were not taught elsewhere. In some ways, she and Bayan would be the most potent shapers in Atenas.

      As long as the Commander wasn’t here. The man was well-known as the most powerful shaper. She hadn’t seen what he could do firsthand, but even Wyath had remarked on the Commander’s ability. What did it mean that he was so skilled in spite of never having studied at a place like the barracks? Was it possible that the Commander had been to Hyaln? Cheneth thought it unlikely, that he would have needed years to train, and that he would have needed a sponsor to even reach it, but with the rumors about him, she wasn’t so sure.

      They took the stairs, Alena going two at a time, pushing off with a shaping of earth and wind with each step, masking it as she did. There were enough shapers here that it probably didn’t matter that she masked her shaping, but she didn’t want to draw any more attention than was necessary. Not until she knew what she dealt with.

      When they reached the level where she would find Oliver, she made her way carefully down the hall, holding onto a shaping of earth as she did, using this to detect where she might find him. The hall—and the rooms on the other side—were empty.

      Alena knew that didn’t necessarily matter.

      She paused at one of the doors. Had she not been here before, she doubted she would have recognized it as his, but she had been on the other side of this door and had sat there watching as Wyath had nearly died. This was the place.

      But there was no one here.

      Bayan rested her hand on the door. She tipped her head off to the side and frowned. “There is a shaping here, one with much power,” she said softly. “It’s… something like what I’ve sensed from Cheneth.”

      Alena stared at the door. Had Cheneth known Bayan would detect his shaping? The blasted man thought that he had everything under control, but he’d hidden what he had been able to do for so long that few knew. Bayan, though, would have managed to detect his shaping and would have known the intent.

      Alena knocked.

      She stood back, waiting for an answer, uncertain if there would be one.

      When the door opened, Oliver glanced into the hall. He was a massive man, his belly straining even the loose fabric of his robes, and his eyes widened briefly. He reached into a pocket of his robe and pulled out a long, slender metal rod that he pointed in her direction.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “Oliver,” she started.

      His face screwed up into a grim expression, and he swung the rod to point at Bayan. “You. Who are you?”

      Bayan was a strong woman. Alena had seen the way that she handled the sudden strangeness of the barracks, and she had managed to withstand the punishment that Alena subjected her to, but she blanched suddenly when the metal rod was shoved in her face.

      “Bayan Hultan.”

      Oliver stabbed the rod from Bayan to Alena, swinging it like some sort of short sword. In his pudgy hands, it looked ridiculous.

      She reached to swat it away, but he jerked his hand back and jabbed it at her.

      “Blast you, Oliver! Cheneth sent us to help.” She said the last with something of a whisper. She didn’t know how well known Cheneth’s name might be, but she didn’t want to risk exposing them too soon.

      He pulled the metal rod back, his hand shaking. “Come in, but be careful with the body.”

      Oliver turned his back on her and hurried into the room, leaving Alena and Bayan staring after him. Neither spoke for long moments.

      “Did he say body?” Bayan finally said.

      “I think he did,” Alena answered.

      “But he’s a healer.”

      “Apparently not this time.”

      As Alena stepped into the room, she worried they were already too late.
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        When we were children, Jasn and I played a game with our fathers call Andrin. In it, stones were placed in sequence, and the pattern mattered with determining the winner. Our fathers were both skilled, and neither of us would ever win. There are times when I feel as if I am only a stone on a game board, and wonder who might be playing us.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Oliver sighed and ran a thick hand across his brow. Every so often, his attention shifted to the body on the floor. Alena couldn’t help but look down as well. The woman lying there had glassy eyes and fine features, but it was the knife protruding from her chest was still shocking.

      Could Oliver really have done this?

      “I’ve told you what happened. The council is compromised. Listen, Alena, I believe you are who you claim. I tested you, so I don’t think that you managed to hide that from me, but this is bigger than what you know.”

      He’d tested her? How?

      Was that the strange metal rod, the one he refused to take his hand off?

      “Cheneth told us you were concerned about the council. That’s why we’re here.”

      “Concerned? I think that’s a bit of an understatement, don’t you, especially given the circumstances.”

      “I’m not sure I know the circumstances.” Alena glanced over at Bayan, who stood at the window, staring out over the city. Oliver’s rooms were high up in the tower, in a place befitting a man of his station, and Alena remembered how she had been surprised by how small the city looked from this high. It was different even than the way that it appeared when she shaped herself in the air. This was both removed and a part of the city, a strange clash of perspectives.

      “As I have said, the council is compromised. I was summoned before them, where they tested me. I managed to escape, and asked Eldridge for help. Your Cheneth answered, and he gave me this.”

      “What is it?” Bayan asked.

      Oliver shook his head, his jowls shaking wildly as he did. “I don’t know what he would call it, but I call it a spirit stick. It lets you shape spirit.”

      Alena smiled. “Spirit? There is no shaping of spirit.”

      “No?” Oliver pulled the metal rod from his pocket and pointed it at her.

      Alena felt the pressure of his shaping, but nothing more than that.

      “You miss him,” Oliver said. “You think of him more than you feel that you should.”

      Alena’s smile faded, noting that Oliver spoke with more urgency than he had when she’d been here last. “Who?”

      Oliver lowered the spirit stick. “Volth. He’s in your mind. Layered there, right at the surface. I could dig deeper—I think I know the trick of it—but doing so takes time we don’t have.”

      Alena flushed at the idea of Oliver able to reach into her mind. If that were possible, a person’s innermost thoughts would never be safe. There would be no way to conceal anything, to hide embarrassment or memories. She could think of nothing darker than using something like that.

      “And Cheneth gave this to you?” Alena asked.

      “Yes, didn’t I say that?”

      The door opened, and another woman hurried in. She was small and thin and her eyes darted around the room before settling on Oliver as he stood with the spirit stick in hand.

      “You intend to just hold that all day?” the woman asked, tucking a loose strand of black hair behind her ears. “Dangerous to expose yourself like that.”

      Oliver flushed. “Not exposed, Yanda. These two come from the same place as this,” he said, waving the spirit stick in the air.

      Yanda turned and fixed Alena with a long stare, one that held power and strength, and even a hint of shaping. Then she shifted her focus to Bayan. When she attempted the same, Bayan resisted, building a shaping of her own—water and fire—to block what Yanda attempted.

      “You have no need to shape me,” Bayan said.

      “If there’s no need, then why do you resist?” Yanda asked.

      “The same reason you think to use water against me.”

      Alena had sensed that Yanda shaped, but she wouldn’t have known how to counter it. But Bayan, she had the ability to recognize the shaping—and block it. She had known the skill was powerful and understood Cheneth’s interest in understanding it better, but seeing how Bayan could use it, witnessing it herself, she couldn’t help but feel a hint of jealousy at the gift.

      “Easy, Yanda,” Oliver said. “You three don’t need to fight over me.”

      Yanda spun, and Alena thought the little woman might actually strike him, but she crossed her arms over her chest and shot him a hard glare instead. “Have you decided what you’re going to do with the body? You can’t simply throw her out the window.”

      Oliver knelt in front of the dead woman, moving with surprising agility for a man his size. “I’ve learned all I can from her. This might appear to be Margo, but it is not, in fact, her.”

      “How can this be anyone but the person you thought it was?” Alena asked.

      “The same way Hester was not Hester. Once I managed to sever the shaping he used to conceal himself, it was clear it wasn’t anyone I recognized. Blasted man got away from me, though, and we haven’t seen him since.”

      “You’re saying the council is comprised of people who aren’t who you think?” Bayan asked.

      Oliver nodded and tapped the dead woman on the thigh. “That’s what I’m saying. And if there had been any other way to protect her,” he motioned to Yanda, “then I might not have had to do this.”

      “Well, I can’t help it I didn’t have your spirit stick when Margo attacked me. Had you been willing to let me borrow it, I might have been able to hold her down. But this is fine, too.”

      “Like you said,” Oliver answered, “we have to get rid of the body now.”

      Alena glanced at the two healers, surprised at the casual way that they spoke. They were both full members of the Order, but with what she’d seen of Oliver, he might have barely enough strength with the other elements to have been raised to the Order. His talent was with water.

      “Step back,” she said.

      Oliver glanced at Yanda and shrugged.

      Alena pulled on shaping of fire, drawing more strength than others in the tower could manage. The connection to the draasin, now that the hatchling had been born, had strengthened that ability in some ways. She held fire tightly, binding it in such a way that she forced it into the body only, allowing it to consume the corpse, but then pulled it back, withdrawing fire as it burned. Holding onto the shaping in this way kept much else of the room from burning and allowed her to sweep the resultant ash along as she did.

      “There,” she said, the shaping complete. “Now you have taken care of it.”

      Yanda watched Alena for a moment and then nodded. “You’ll have to sweep that. You could dump it out the window.”

      “The window? That would just pour this woman’s ashes onto someone’s head,” Oliver said.

      “What do you have in mind? Send it on a gust of wind. You have enough strength for that, don’t you think?”

      “With wind? I had to make it in the Order somehow, didn’t I?”

      “You have plenty of strength with water.”

      “I’m not all that shabby with wind, either.” As if to prove it, Oliver created a funnel of wind that dragged the ash toward his hearth. Some of it caught in the air, and Alena added a touch of shaping to guide it, augmenting what Oliver managed. The blasted man didn’t even recognize what she did. “See?” he said. “In the hearth.”

      Oliver wiped his hands on his robe and stuffed the spirit stick back into his pocket. “Burning bodies can’t be the reason that you’re here,” he said to Alena. “So why are you here?”

      She glanced from Oliver to Yanda, no longer certain why Cheneth had sent her here. It couldn’t be simply to help Oliver. The man seemed to have things reasonably under control. But there had to be some reason that Cheneth intended for them to be here, and likely one that he hadn’t shared with her.

      “Wait,” she said, realizing what Oliver had said earlier. “You said she pretended to be one of the council. How many of the council have been compromised?”

      Oliver glanced at Yanda and then over to Alena. “That we know about? Just the two. But if these two have been compromised, then the others might have been as well. I haven’t had a chance to take the spirit stick to test the others.”

      Alena looked around the room. Two councilors of the Order missing. One of those two was dead—and now cremated. The other councilors possibly involved. And the Commander still absent.

      She didn’t need Cheneth here with her to know what he would ask of her, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

      “You sneaky bastard,” she whispered.

      Oliver looked over, cutting off his conversation with Yanda. “Excuse me?”

      “You asked why Cheneth sent us. I thought it was to help you, but I think he knew you would have everything in control.”

      “Then why would he have sent you?”

      Alena sighed and shook her head. “I think he intends for me to confront the council.”
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        Shadows spread toward Atenas. I am not quite ready to play my hand. This might be the only move I can make, and I need to ensure the stones are aligned before I set them rolling. If I move too soon, another move might counter mine.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The page spread out on the wide oak table was covered with letters and symbols and other shapes that Jasn suspected had meaning, except he could not determine what any of them were. He leaned over it, using the pen he’d been given to try to copy the shapes that he saw, but there were intricacies that he couldn’t manage. Some of the shapes were simply too small for his eyes to focus on. He’d tried shaping a lens of water and then air to help him make out the forms of the patterns, but that had only distorted them more somehow.

      “What have you seen here?”

      Jasn looked up at Tobin. The man had a wide face with round cheeks colored a little redder than most men, and his head was nearly completely bald. In spite of that, there were things about him that reminded Jasn of Oliver.

      “I can’t seem to master any of these,” he said. “The shapes are there, but they’re difficult for me to recreate.”

      Tobin tapped the page with a long, slender pen. Jasn had watched him recreate the shapes several times, and there was a looping grace to the way that he made the marks, one that Jasn didn’t share. “You have to seal in the intent when you create them, but then, you know that.”

      Katya had shared with Tobin the fact that Jasn knew some of the runes. After demonstrating all that he remembered from his time while in the barracks, Tobin had agreed that he would work with Jasn, though he hadn’t told him how tedious the work was. This was more repetition than anything, and forcing him to copy the same shapes over and over, as if Jasn didn’t have anything better to do.

      But what did he have to do? Rehnar worked with him willingly. The old man continued to show Jasn how to summon water, repeating the same summoning again and again, to the point that Jasn now simply asked water to help him before he started the summons. They had moved on to earth, an element felt to be complementary to water, and one that he should be able to summon with nearly as much strength as he managed water, but for some reason, he continued to struggle with it.

      Katya continued to meet with him, and he thought that she intended to teach him, but there wasn’t anything that she really did to teach. Rather, it was more a chance for the two of them to talk. Jasn felt the old attraction returning the more time that he spent with Katya, but she remained focused on what she had to do, and he suspected that involved ensuring that he had skill with shaping. After his time in the barracks, and the lessons that he’d learned from not only Alena, but from Cheneth, he proved to be a quick study.

      And she knew that he could speak to the elementals. That left rune traps as the next area to learn. He had no talent that made him an Enlightened candidate, but there were three areas where he could continue to improve.

      Only, he wished that he had more talent with these runes.

      “These are a start,” Tobin said.

      Jasn could tell that he was being condescending in a way, but also trying to be nice. “I used similar patterns to survive when stone started to fall around me,” he said. “I would have been crushed otherwise.”

      Tobin scratched at his chin and nodded. “Yes. There is something to be said about the stress of necessity. Perhaps you will only know how to recreate some of these when your life depends on it.”

      Jasn waited for him to smile, or show some sign that he might be joking, but that damned man never ever cracked a smile. How could he work with a man who had no sense of humor about the fact that the power that he used, the magical ability that he possessed, came from drawing a few complicated shapes?

      Where was the power in that?

      Jasn had followed Tobin when he’d demonstrated what he could do with his patterns. And he wasn’t even the one selected to sit on the Varden. How much more talented must that man be?

      “I’d like to be able to understand what it is that I can do with these before I might get crushed under thousands of pounds of rock.”

      “Oh, it’s not only rock that these can protect you from. The right rune with just the right amount of element strength infused into it will protect you from fire, or water, or well… you understand. There is power in these runes.”

      “Not the same as in a shaping.”

      Tobin smiled at him and scratched at his chin again. “No? Why don’t you shape and I’ll create one of these runes, and we’ll see who does the faster job.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Tobin shrugged. “See if you can attack me.”

      Jasn watched Tobin, waiting for the joke, but there was none. The blasted man was serious. “Alright,” he started.

      As he did, he began to shape water, pulling from the elemental. At the same time, he mixed it with a summoning, almost unconsciously doing what Rehnar had been teaching him. The combination that he generated was powerful, and he readied to unleash it toward Tobin. There would be nothing that he did that would harm him, but he wanted to prove to Tobin that his shaping would overwhelm the power of rune traps.

      Tobin made a few quick marks, but these were on the table itself.

      As Jasn released the shaping, nothing happened.

      That wasn’t quite true. He felt the shaping that he’d built, and he felt it as it attempted to strike Tobin, but it hit some invisible barrier and then simply dissipated.

      Tobin smiled at him triumphantly. “See? There are other ways of calling power.”

      “I never claimed there weren’t,” Jasn reminded him.

      Tobin sniffed. “Perhaps not you, but there are enough who think that shaping, or summoning, is enough to overcome anything, but there are other ways to reach the prime energy of the world.”

      “And what energy is that?”

      “What energy?” Tobin repeated, his tone incredulous. “The same energy that all try to reach. It is that of creation.”

      “Only creation? Is that what these rune traps represent? Nothing of destruction?” It seemed to him that the summoning of power for creation could be countered by the opposite, by the desire for destruction.

      Tobin slapped the page. “You’ve been speaking too long with Ilyana for you to ask a question like that. Do you think fire is harmless?” Tobin made a quick mark on the page, and it began to smolder. “Or what of earth?” Another mark and the page began to crumble. “Wind?” This time, the crumbled remains began to swirl in the air.

      Jasn waited for him to demonstrate water, but he didn’t. Jasn made a mark on what remained of the page, fusing a shaping to it, and water flashed, restoring the entire page. The crumbled pieces filled with water and settled back with the others. “And water?”

      Tobin smiled. “Water. An interesting element, is it not?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Only that most would use it for healing, but water can be as destructive as any of the other elements.” He tapped the mark that Jasn had made and added an extra flourish. It remained water, but the single change did something to it, turning it from a mark for healing with water to one that saturated the page, leaving the paper destroyed completely. “This is creation. With the addition of water, this page changes, turning into something else, creating something else. It is not the act of the element, but the intent of the man that matters.”

      “There is other darkness in the world,” Jasn said.

      Tobin waved his hand dismissively. “You speak of rumors, but even in darkness, does not day follow night, a new beginning?”

      Jasn didn’t want to imagine the kind of beginning that would come from Tenebeth. He’d seen the dark power that Thenas managed to control, and he’d seen the way that the draasin had been tainted, used to attack in Rens. But what if Tenebeth was nothing more than a shaper? A man with summoning abilities or the ability to shape darkness, or even to use these rune traps? What if Tenebeth were nothing more than someone like him?

      It made him something less terrifying.

      “Try again,” Tobin suggested. “You have talent, man of Atenas. I understand why you have come to Hyaln and why the Varden has allowed you to remain.” He tapped the top of the table, where the remains of the page swirled in the water that he’d shaped. “There are not many who have managed to use water in such a way. Now you must understand the others equally well, and you might have skill to go with your talent.”
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        Moving Jasn into position took less subtlety than I am accustomed, but then, Jasn has never been one for subtlety.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara sat in a chair, her arms resting across her lap, her fingers still unable to move well. There seemed to be more movement in them than the last time that she’d tried, but less than there should be. She couldn’t hold the cup that they brought to her, not without pressing her hands together as hard as she could, squeezing with all the strength that she could muster, so that she didn’t drop it. And she didn’t dare lose the cup. Water was precious, wasn’t that what she had learned growing up?

      The walls of the room practically glowed. She no longer doubted that she was the source of the green light. It seemed to flow from her, seeping from her, creating shadows that almost moved of their own volition.

      In the days since she had been trapped—she thought it was only days, but Ciara had no way of keeping track—Shade had come to her several times a day. Each time, he made claims about her ability to access power, but little else. There had been conversations about her childhood, questions about what she had seen and known in Rens. Ciara had answered them willingly. What point was there not to answer? But each time she attempted to question him, he deferred answering. She got nothing from him, only the sense that there was much he would not share with her.

      Yet she had managed to catch glimpses. He spoke of Rens in a way that told her that he’d been there. And his j’na—or staff, or whatever he wanted to call it—had been of Rens. When Ciara had been to Tsanth and found Olina, the old woman had used a cane much like her j’na, but it was not the same. Shade’s staff was too close to what she had carried for it to be coincidence.

      Then there was his dress. The fabric might be thicker, designed for cooler climates, but was it not an elouf? Even the way that the fabric pooled around his neck making it more like a shaiza than anything else.

      When the light shifted, growing brighter—the only sign she now had that Shade came—she sat more upright and turned toward the spot she knew he would choose for his arrival. Shade did not disappoint.

      “You have been waiting for me,” he remarked as soon as he appeared.

      “I’ve been waiting to eat,” Ciara said.

      “You are fed as often as you need.”

      “And water?”

      Shade pulled a chair from the shadows along the wall and sat across from her. “Do you have thirst?”

      “Do you?” she asked.

      “Not here. A hunger, though, but I sense a similar hunger within you, ala’shin.”

      Even the way he said the title was too much like someone from Rens. There was a hint of the old tongue in it. Shade might not have experienced the same Rens as her, but he knew Rens. “What hunger is that? For a simple shepa stew, the broth flavored with the dterra leaves, heated all day?”

      She watched his expression, but her stomach rumbled as she thought of the stew.

      “You think this is a time for celebration?” he asked.

      Ciara hid her satisfaction. He would not have known that shepa stew was reserved for celebration unless he came from Rens. “There are different kinds of celebration. In my village, we celebrated the great storms, and we celebrated the Bloom. We would celebrate all night on midsummer.” That last day, the celebrations would last until the sun dipped below the sky, but on midsummer, it would not do so until late in the night, rising again barely an hour later. She would have missed midsummer this year, but then, her village had changed, left with nothing like it should have, so few of the people that she once would have celebrated with.

      “This is not midsummer, and there are no shepa here,” he said. He crossed his arms over his chest. As he did, Ciara noted the way that he rubbed his fingers together, slowly and in a steady circle. The other hand did the same, though the pattern was opposite. A summoning that she had seen from him before.

      What did he do?

      The movement was subtle and had she not been paying close attention to him, she might have missed it.

      “No shepa. You’ve brought me vegetables and dried bread.”

      “You’ve had venison as well, ala’shin.”

      Was she still in Ter? If that was the case, if she managed to find a way free, would she be able to summon the draasin? Sashi might be close enough that she would only have to call to her, convince her to reach her, and carry her back to the camp.

      And then Ciara would convince Cheneth to teach her. She no longer doubted that she had much to learn. She had thought that she would chase after the tainted draasin, but how could she do anything to help the draasin if she couldn’t even keep herself safe?

      “Why do you come to me each day?” Ciara asked.

      “As I have said, you have potential.”

      “Potential, yet you have not done anything to try to draw that potential from me.” So far, there hadn’t been any attempt to force her toward Tenebeth, but then, the attempt might be more subtle than she realized. Ciara could no longer deny the green light that she saw even when Shade was absent, the same green light that she had seen when Tenebeth had called to her, trying to claim her from the waste. Had Reghal not been there…

      How long had it been since she thought of Reghal? A day at least. Maybe longer. The longer that she was separated from him, the less she thought of him. Maybe that was Shade’s intent, but then, she didn’t think that he even knew about the connection to the lizard.

      “Have I not? You now sit here, willing to talk. That was not the case days ago.”

      “Has it only been days?”

      Shade smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Drink, ala’shin.”

      She glanced at the table next to her and lifted the cup, squeezing it between her hands as she now had to do, and brought the cup to her lips. A bright and crisp scent hit her nostrils, and she set it back down. “This isn’t water.”

      “I thought that you might prefer wine today.”

      “You said this was not a celebration.” In Rens, wine was rare enough that the elders reserved it for celebrations. Most of the village was allowed talin root, a brew that left you heady and happy, but few were allowed wine. It was a remnant from old Rens before the attacks began.

      “Must it be a celebration for wine?”

      “In my village,” she said, pulling the cup back to her lips and taking a long drink. The wine was sweet and burned slightly as it washed down her throat, much better than anything she had ever had in her village, but then, most of those bottles were holdovers from a time long ago. Few bottles made it as far as her village anymore, especially with as infrequently as they saw traders.

      “How long will you keep me from using my hands?” She set the cup back on the table next to her and rested her hands in her lap.

      Shade smiled, and this time, it did reach his dark, piercing eyes. In some ways, they reminded her of Jasn Volth. “I have seen what happens when you are allowed freedom of movement, ala’shin. Had you come to us less prepared, it might not have been necessary.” He shrugged. “When you choose to no longer threaten us, then we can see what can be done.”

      “How do you do this to me?”

      Shade leaned forward, resting his chin on his fist. “There are many different types of shaping. You have been exposed to only a few.”

      “This is shaping?” She held her hand out and flapped it at the wrist, trying to move her fingers and failing. “And my legs?” She could pull her legs up, but there was no coordination, partly because they felt heavier than they should. It had taken her days to manage to reach the chair, left sitting across the room as if some sort of taunt. She doubted she would be able to create any patterns, nothing that would pose a danger to Shade.

      “Again, you must choose not to threaten.”

      “You serve Tenebeth. I will always be a threat to you.”

      Shade lifted his chin from his fist and shook his head. “And I have said that we do not serve.” He paused and stared at her for a moment before nodding to her. “Come with me. There is something you can see.”

      “How? I can barely walk to the chair.”

      “Barely? Do you expect me to believe that you haven’t grown more competent in reaching the chair in the time that you’ve been here? You walk as well as you need.”

      With that, he disappeared into the shadows.

      Ciara thought he might have vanished, and if he had, how would she follow? But she found him near a door to the room she hadn’t realized existed. As she studied the door, she recognized why she hadn’t known it was there. The door was made of stone, as if a section of the wall had pulled away, revealing a hall on the other side.

      Each step she took required focus and effort. Her legs felt heavy, as if they were made of the same stone as the walls, or her bed, and she lumbered forward, staggering through the halls as she tried to follow Shade. Every so often, he paused to give her a chance to catch up, but he did not look back, as if he knew that she followed.

      A shaper then. Most of the nya’shin were water shapers. She was one of the few unable to shape, but then, she didn’t think the others had the ability to summon the elementals, so perhaps she had some advantages that they did not.

      The green light trailed along with her. It was brighter from Shade, and less so from her, but it definitely still surrounded her. Had she already begun to progress toward Tenebeth, already drawn toward him so much that she reflected his light, or might there be another explanation? She didn’t think that she had been that tainted, but she didn’t know with any certainty. Shade had done nothing more than speak to her, nothing that would draw her toward Tenebeth.

      Or had he?

      Was it possible that there was something in the drink or food? Or was it something in her? Was that the reason Tenebeth had been so insistent that she join him?

      Shade disappeared around a bend in the hall. She tried to move quickly, but each step was painful, slow and hobbled, as if extra weight were chained to her feet. When she reached him, she found an open door and stepped inside.

      The heat struck her first.

      She took an involuntary step back and stumbled. Shade was there, catching her under the arm and propping her up. After the brutal way they had attacked her, smacking her with their staffs when they found her in the forest, it seemed strange that he would be so gentle with her now.

      Ciara shook him off. Shade smirked at her and raised his hands. As he did, she noted that his fingers still worked in small circles.

      Maybe that was the pattern that disrupted her ability to walk or move her fingers, but if that was the case, how did he direct it at her?

      There was so much that she wanted to know, things that Cheneth had been unwilling or unable to teach. And now Shade, with his clear ability with summoning, offered to teach her. All she had to do was move past the belief that he served Tenebeth.

      And did he? With Thenas, she had seen the way that he commanded the darkness. Shade had not used the darkness like that, not even when he had attacked her the first time. Instead, he had used a staff more like a j’na and had summoned power that seemed more like shaping than using the darkness.

      He watched her, almost as if understanding the questions that sat in the back of her mind, the debate that warred there.

      But if he had anything other than malicious intent, why would he hold her here?

      “What is it that you wanted me to see?” she asked, needing to get past the questioning way that he looked at her, the piercing intensity to his gaze.

      “You question whether I serve or whether I am served. They are questions that are valid, and questions that must be answered. But in time.”

      “In time. The same answer you give when you say that I will be allowed to use my hands, or my legs. What measure of time are you using? What will it take for me to get free?”

      “Free?” Shade asked. “Why would you think that you will be able to get free? You were brought here for a reason, ala’shin, one that you have only begun to understand. This is but another lesson.”

      He pointed and greenish white light burst from his hand, stretching out from him.

      Across the room crouched a draasin, one that was more massive than she would have expected.

      Not any draasin. This was Sashi. Ciara would know it from the spikes on her back, or the color of her scales, or the way that she looked at her with orange-tinted eyes, a question burning deep within them.

      Ciara tried sending an image to Sashi but had no response and no way of knowing whether the draasin saw what she wanted. Ciara tried connecting, bridging her with an understanding, a request for help so that they could both escape. But Sashi did nothing.

      “You have tainted her again.”

      “Tainted? She is one of the draasin. There is no need to taint.”

      “She would not be here willingly.”

      Shade chuckled. In this room, with the draasin sitting across from him, his laughter took on a darker tone. “Perhaps not willingly, but she is fire, and fire serves when summoned.” He did something, though she wasn’t able to determine what it was, and Sashi lowered her head, dropping it to the ground. Her wings unfolded, resting on the stone next to her. Ciara noted that nothing else seemed to confine Sashi, not even as she had seen in the Ter shaper camp where the stone chains were used to hold them.

      As Shade said, she hadn’t been tainted. When Sashi had gone to Tsanth, there was a wildness about her, and a darkness that circled with her. This was nothing like that. This was a subdued creature, one who allowed herself to be controlled.

      Could Shade really have summoned her? Could she have come here on her own?

      But she remembered what she’d learned of Sashi, and how the elemental had been drawn to these lands by another summoner. There was regret in Sashi, and though she might not mind what she was asked to do now, she didn’t want to remain forced into servitude.

      “This is not right,” Ciara said.

      “Right? This is how the elementals are meant to be used. We call and they answer. We are given the authority over them.” He turned away from Sashi, and the draasin pulled her head back, resting it on her talons, ignoring Ciara completely.

      Had she never seen the draasin before, Ciara would have thought that she was trained, that she served Shade, but this was a draasin she knew to be proud, one who had helped fight against the influence of Tenebeth, even when doing so frightened her.

      “This is how you will learn to use the darkness, ala’shin.”

      She swallowed. Was this what she would do to Sashi? “When?” she asked.

      Shade left her standing alone with Sashi, the ability to reach the draasin taken from her. “When you trust the process.”
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        I did not reveal to him what I knew of Katya. That would have been too aggressive a move. Rather, I let him learn, placing rumors with the one person I knew he would believe. Oliver is nothing but a willing gossip.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The tower still had the same chill that Alena remembered from her days here. It was a steady breeze, almost as if the building itself breathed, blowing through windows and hidden cracks in the stone and other places only the wind would be able to reach. Some called it the tower’s breath, but Alena preferred to think of it as nothing more than the blasted chill. Even the warmth of her barrack’s cloak, one that had been chosen specifically to fight off the chill of nights like were found in the mountains, didn’t keep her fully comfortable.

      Partly, she suspected that had to do with what she’d committed to do. Cheneth might have sent them here to help, but she was still a member of the Order, and because of that, she knew without his prompting what she needed to do.

      But what she intended… Alena wasn’t certain that she was ready for the scrutiny that would come if she approached the council.

      It was possible Cheneth intended something else for her, but she wasn’t sure she could push for a seat on the council. Not that he would understand. He would see her as a tool, and one who could reach the target he had in mind. Most within the Order would have no claim, but then, most were not Alena.

      She had risen quickly through the Order, gaining notoriety for her shaping skill. That was the same reason that Cheneth wanted her in the barracks, she presumed. Once, she had been considered one of the most promising shapers to have appeared in a generation.

      Then the Commander had appeared.

      Alena hadn’t wanted the notoriety. She hadn’t wanted the responsibility that the council wanted to thrust upon her. Phinar had asked her to work with him, and she had served the councilor, gaining insight that few of her age ever managed. When he died, she had to decide how long she wished to remain within the Order. It was at the same time that Cheneth had called her to the barracks, and about the same time that she could no longer ignore the voice of the draasin in her mind. Had she not feared what those voices meant, she might have remained here in Atenas.

      Sleep didn’t come to her easily tonight, though it rarely did anymore. Alena rolled from her bed and stood near the window of the small room. This was a guest room, one assigned to visitors of some status. Rarely did shapers claim these rooms, especially those of the Order. Most had a place within the palace that they kept as their own. Not Alena. When she had gone to the barracks, she had left.

      The cloudy window made it difficult for her to see much outside. She pulled it open and breathed in the chill air. She could start a fire in the small hearth, but she chose not to. There was no reason for her to need fire, nothing that would change the way that she felt or calm the fluttering inside of her.

      Shadows drifted down the street, and Alena glanced up, expecting to see clouds obscuring the moon, but there was nothing.

      She leaned out the window to watch those shadows, curious. There was a familiarity about the way that they moved, the writhing arms of shadows that left her thinking of the way that Thenas had attacked. And these arms of shadow traced up the tower.

      Her heart hammered.

      It wasn’t just her imagination. They were coming for her.

      Alena leaned away from the window, pulling on a shaping of each of the elements, hating that she hadn’t learned what Ciara had done in order to defeat Thenas. It was a summoning of some kind, one that called to light, were Cheneth to be believed, and it managed to press back the darkness. Could Alena do anything similar? She might not be the same kind of shaper as Ciara, but then, Ciara couldn’t shape, either.

      What of fire?

      With her connection to the draasin, fire seemed the most natural to her. Fire was light and seemed like the most obvious way to push back Tenebeth.

      She hated facing it without knowing.

      More, she hated the idea that there was someone in Atenas who used Tenebeth. It was bad enough where there were those with the ability to counter that dark power, but here where none even knew what they faced… She had to do something.

      Grabbing her sword, she ran to the window and jumped out on a shaping of wind.

      It carried her over the street, where she turned and looked back at the tower.

      The strands of shadow wavered over the street, undulating like weeds in a river, and slowly climbed along the side of the tower, rising like vines from the ground below.

      What did it mean that the darkness had come the same night that they had come to Atenas? The same night Bayan had come?

      Alena hated that she questioned, but then Bayan had been tainted by Tenebeth. She had been used by him to attack in Rens. She had to admit that it was at least possible that Bayan was partly responsible.

      A cold wind started to blow through, and thunder echoed distantly.

      That was odd. Atenas rarely had storms. Rains, certainly, but most of those were shaped, controlled by the guilds in such a way so that the shapers in the city didn’t have to fear their training.

      She dropped to the ground at the base of the tower. Pulling on the wind, she sent a shaping high above the tower, using that shaping to close the window she’d left open when she departed.

      Alena scanned the street, wondering if she would even be able to find someone here. It was possible they came in shadows.

      But then, she knew how to move unobserved as well. It was a shaping that few in Atenas ever learned, one that for all her ability, she had not learned before she had gone to the barracks. Holding earth and bending it, she concealed herself behind the shaping. Not only the shaping, but she had to conceal everything else that she did. It took a deft touch and much practice. Few mastered it, which was part of the reason there were so few masters in the barracks. Volth had managed to accomplish it fairly easily, but then, there was much about Volth she hadn’t identified when he first came to the barracks.

      Blasted man!

      Oliver was right. Volth sat at the forefront of her mind, too close to be safe, especially now that she knew spirit shaping existed. But even if she wanted to forget about Volth, there was the connection to him, that shaped sense that gave her something of an awareness of him, almost like what she shared with the draasin. Even now, she could sense him, though he was too distant for her to know much more than the vaguest sense. Anger. That seethed through the connection. Had she not been the target of his anger as often as she had, she might not even know what emotion he felt.

      Alena slowly eased herself along the street, moving on a subtle shaping of wind to remain as silent as possible.

      There were no others out in the night. The taverns had all closed, and no music drifted along the street as it often did earlier in the evening, a bawdy sort of revelry that gave the city the sense of life that made it so appealing when she had first come, and so different than the home she had come from. The shaped lanterns stationed along the street glowed softly, with only enough light to see the street, nothing more than that. She was thankful for that much. Were there less, she would have needed to shape some into existence and reveal her location. This way, she could stay hidden, wrapped in her shapings of earth.

      She moved away from the tower and began to think she should return when she heard a muffled voice.

      Alena froze, her breath catching, and let the shaping of wind carry the words to her.

      “You’re too aggressive.”

      “Not too aggressive. We followed them here. You know what will happen if they succeed.”

      “This is still too aggressive. You risk exposing us before we are ready.”

      The other person laughed, a soft chuckle that her shaping pulled close. “We have already been exposed. That one thinks he is better prepared than the rest.”

      A muted tapping drifted down the street. Could this be the same people who had abducted Ciara?

      She hadn’t abandoned hope of rescuing her, even though Cheneth claimed she needed to let others search and that she wasn’t prepared for what she might find. Ciara wasn’t ready for the torment that they might inflict on her, either.

      Alena drifted closer. As she did, she felt the effect of their shaping.

      It was as if night itself poured from them. She lost track of what they were saying, focusing instead on whether she might be able to resist the shaping. If she could counter it in some way, would it be possible to keep them from attacking the tower? Would it be possible to keep them from attacking her?

      She had to test it now before it mattered.

      Alena carried herself on the wind, still masked with earth as she went back to the tower. The vines of darkness wrapped around it, climbing beyond the window she should be behind, and up to the higher levels.

      Pulling on fire, focusing on this most of all, she sent a shaping into the shadows along the wall. She sent as much fire as she could, drawing on the strange connection she shared with the draasin, and added to it the other elements, that of earth and water and even wind, trying to pierce the blackness as it worked its way up the stone.

      The thing reacted like a creature alive.

      It began to writhe, slowly turning in her direction, slithering away from the wall, across the street. Toward her.

      Alena shifted the direction of her shaping, pulling it back, trying to use it to defend herself. She pulled on fire, drawing it in a tight circle, attempting to burn her way through the shadows, but that didn’t work. Using the other elements made no difference either.

      The shadows came closer, almost to her. A cold wind blew out of the north. Alena shivered, pulling her cloak more tightly around her shoulders.

      As the shadows neared her, she did the only thing that she could: she pulled on the traveling shaping and carried herself back to the barracks.
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        Placing my other stones required more patience, but when I discovered what Jasn learned in the barracks, I knew what moves I would need to make. Many there would be useful.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “Why have you returned?” Cheneth stood framed by his door, his eyes burning with a dark intensity as he looked out into the night. He carried a cane with him that Alena rarely had seen him use, and she realized he must use it in the same way that Ciara used her spear.

      “Let me in first.”

      Cheneth hesitated, then tapped his cane on the ground three times. A faint sheen glowed from the end, but nothing like the bright light that burst from Ciara’s staff. “Place your hand here,” he said.

      Alena stared at him incredulously. “Cheneth—let me in so I can tell you why I returned.”

      When he didn’t move, she shook her head and slapped her palm down onto the cane. The warmth washed over her, pushing back the chill that she’d been feeling since going to Atenas.

      “Satisfied?”

      “As much as I will be here,” he said.

      He stepped away from the door, letting her in.

      Once inside, she watched as he waved the cane around the room, creating a seal. She wondered if he sealed them in or something else out. After what she’d seen in Atenas, she no longer knew.

      “The council has been corrupted,” she said.

      “That’s what Oliver feared,” Cheneth said. “But nothing we didn’t know.”

      “Did you know that Oliver killed one of them?”

      “Oliver?”

      She nodded and took a seat in the chair across from his desk, resting her head on her hand. Only now that she was back in the barracks was she feeling tired. While in Atenas, she hadn’t been able to sleep, she hadn’t been able to slow her mind, to shut down the concerns she felt. But she had to return. She couldn’t leave Bayan there alone, not when she didn’t know what they were dealing with.

      “Said he used your spirit stick and discovered at least two members of the council were not who they claimed to be.”

      “Which two?”

      “You don’t even think you need to question?”

      Cheneth tapped his cane at her as he walked past, taking a seat on the other side of the desk. “Which two?”

      “Margo and Hester.”

      He closed his eyes and pressed the tips of his fingers together. Alena hadn’t noticed it before, but there was strength in his hands, and he wore a small band of black metal on his left index finger. She’d never seen that before. “Two of the council. And I imagine he fears the others have been compromised as well.”

      She nodded. “Think so.”

      “And you? What did you decide?”

      That he asked told her all that she needed to know about his plans. “Did you expect me to gain a seat on the council?”

      “I expected you would do what you needed to serve the Order. In spite of everything that we do here, you’re still a warrior of the Order, Alena.”

      “That’s not why you want me to serve on the council.”

      “Not entirely.”

      “Is it these others who infiltrated the council?”

      Cheneth sighed. “These others, they are concerning, but not as much as my ignorance.”

      “What ignorance?”

      He placed his hands on the desk. “The Commander.”

      Alena leaned back and propped her legs up. “What about the Commander?”

      “You can’t tell me you don’t share the same questions everyone else within Ter shares. None knows how he quickly came to power. None know where else he might have studied. And none know what agenda he might have.”

      “And you would have me attempt to discover, and not Volth?”

      “I’ll admit it’s tempting. Volth… they were connected once. Childhood friends. But much changed between them. Volth became the Wrecker of Rens and Lachen became the Commander. I suspect neither really knows the other anymore.”

      “Lachen sent him here in the first place.”

      Cheneth nodded. “Which gives me a measure of hope he might have discovered what we are about and thought Volth might be able to help. The alternative is more frightening.”

      “What alternative is that?”

      “That Lachen knew and sent Volth here to disrupt what we did.”

      “Why is that frightening? Didn’t you have him go to Hyaln so that he could learn?”

      “I did, but did I do it by choice, or was it the will of another?”

      Alena stared at him, wishing that she better understood everything that Cheneth did. It might help her understand what she could do to help the barracks, and even to help in Ter.

      “Lachen can’t force you to make a decision you wouldn’t have otherwise made,” she said.

      “You do not know about Hyaln, Alena. There is much that happens there that others would say is impossible.”

      “Such as shaping spirit?”

      Cheneth smiled slowly. “Such as that. Why else do you think I can call myself Enlightened?”

      Alena had wondered what Enlightened meant, but for Cheneth to admit to shaping spirit—an element that she hadn’t even known was possible before she’d found Oliver—made it clear just how little the shapers of Atenas knew about the elements.

      “How is it that you know what you do, but the shapers of Ter know nothing about spirit?” she asked. “There have been shapers in Ter for hundreds of years. The tower has stood for nearly three hundred. And all that time, none has known about spirit?”

      “Are you certain that they haven’t?” Cheneth asked. “Just because you haven’t heard of it doesn’t mean others haven’t.”

      “I think they would have said something…”

      Or would they? What if they were shapers with different abilities? Or those not thought to be shapers at all?

      “The College of Scholars?” she asked.

      “Do you think Eldridge shapes spirit?” Cheneth asked.

      Eldridge had a casual competence with wind, but that came more from his ability to speak to the wind. The man didn’t seem to have any other ability with shaping, but it was possible that he hid it from her.

      “I think I’m beginning to realize how little I know.”

      Cheneth leaned toward her and smiled. “That is the first step to understanding.”

      “There would have to be others able to shape spirit,” she said. “It can’t only be those from Hyaln—” She frowned and looked up, understanding coming to her. “Is that why you sent Volth to Hyaln?”

      “Ah, now you begin to see.”

      “Your Hyaln claims the shapers of Ter who can shape spirit?”

      Cheneth sighed. “Hyaln has long been a place of study, a place where those with ability can learn, but it is a place where only those with certain abilities may go. There is a price to learning.”

      “What kind of price?”

      “The same kind of price all must pay, Alena. You must struggle for knowledge, and once it is gained, you must use it in a way that benefits others.”

      She laughed. “I would say that not all from your Hyaln feel the same.”

      “No. They do not. And that is why I left.”

      She sighed, glancing around his small room. The cot where Ciara had slept remained much as she had left it, with a few thin sheets pulled neatly up. A basin rested next to the cot, and the hearth was cold, no fire burning from it. Alena would have welcomed the warmth, tonight especially.

      “So Hyaln claims all shapers who can reach spirit. And now when they attack, Atenas has none able to defend it. That’s why you gave Oliver the spirit stick.”

      Cheneth reached into a desk drawer and set a ring on top of it, what looked like a pair to the one he wore. “The spirit stick, as he would call it, is effective against others shaping spirit. But more than that, it can help him shape spirit. Given what Oliver will need to do, I thought that it would be helpful.”

      “What is it that you would have Oliver do?”

      “He will have to heal those twisted by spirit. He is a healer, and only he can protect those who aren’t able to protect themselves. I thought it best he possess that item, one that has much power with it, and one I suspect he will use wisely.”

      “And that.” She nodded to the ring.

      “This will protect you. Had we more time, I would teach you to defend against a spirit shaping. You are powerful enough to manage it, Alena, but I think for now this is safest.”

      She took the offered ring and turned it in her hand, staring at the metal. It felt heavier than it should, and the light seemed to bend around it. In addition, there were small symbols etched into the metal. A few she recognized, but not all.

      “How will this protect me?” she asked.

      “This is meant to deflect spirit shaping. You’ll know when someone attempts to shape you when you’re wearing it, but other than that, they will only know that you managed to block them. Few enough have the ability, so those trained by Hyaln will know something is not quite right, but this will give you the chance to know who that might be.”

      She held tightly to the ring and then slipped it onto her finger. “I thought the purpose of the barracks was training us to hunt the draasin. And then I thought it was to protect our minds from the influence of Tenebeth.”

      “It is. It was.”

      “This is different,” she said, looking up from the ring. “This feels like we’re fighting a different war than I realized.”

      And not the one between Ter and Rens.

      “It is the same war, Alena. Only, the others have been working in the shadows for so long that we have not realized that we were fighting. I came here thinking to learn what I could to stop the war, but found a different reason than I ever would have expected for it.”

      She sat up in her chair and leaned forward until Cheneth met her eyes. “Why are they attacking now?”

      Cheneth sighed. “The same reason man has done things for generations. The same reason that we first attempted to shape the elements, and now we attempt to understand the elementals. They seek power. But I fear if they reach for this power, they will gain strength we will be unable to withstand. More than that, I fear that they do not understand what they have disturbed.”

      Cheneth grabbed his cane and squeezed the end. He lifted it, and she thought he might tap it, but he didn’t. “They think that they can control Tenebeth, but we’ve seen what that power does to those it touches. They have knowledge, which makes them strong, but they have arrogance, which makes them dangerous.”

      He sighed again. “You asked why. And why now. Because of them, Tenebeth is free. And once he has fully managed to escape, we will all be facing a battle that we will not be able to win, not unless we can come together. That’s what I would have of you, Alena. I would have you secure the Order and discover what Lachen intends. And if he sides with these others, you will have to destroy him.”
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        I did not anticipate the reach of the darkness. It must have been released far longer than I realized. The darkness is stronger than it should be.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Stars twinkled overhead, bright and burning in the night sky. Clouds rolled in, and with it came the distant and muted sounds of thunder. Ciara shivered, remembering the last such storm, and the way that Tenebeth had come with it.

      Shade watched her and chuckled again. He shifted the thick cotton wrap he wore, revealing a leather band hanging from his neck. “You still fear the night?”

      “Still?” She raised the flagon of wine to her lips, enjoying the sweet flavor. The one thing Shade had been good for was continuing to supply her with wine.

      He laughed again. “Rens taught many things. Learning to fear the night was a mistake.”

      Ciara turned her attention away from the stars. There was nothing for her in the sky, nothing but danger. She shivered in spite of the warmth of the Terran cloak, the wool softer than spun shepa fur. Shade had not offered her anything else to wear, and Ciara might not have taken it if he had. “There are many things that hunt in the night,” she answered.

      “There is power in the night, much like there is power in the light.”

      She set her empty cup down, wishing that Shade would have brought more. On a night like tonight, she enjoyed the taste of the wine, the sweetness of it, and the slight bite as it rolled down her throat. Were he to let her, she would remain here.

      Ciara tried squeezing her fingers, working feeling back into them, wanting to do something—anything—to regain movement in them. Why were they so numb? Were they always like that, or was it because of all the wine she’d been drinking?

      Shade moved his fingers so well. She wanted to copy the patterns she saw him make, the small movements he used, the steady circular patterns he created. She might not be able to move her individual fingers, but could she bring her whole hand together?

      Shade looked away, watching the sky with the same intensity that he often turned on her. Ciara no longer feared the piercing way that he stared. Why had she ever feared it? Shade might be quiet, and aloof, but there was nothing to fear.

      As she rubbed her fingers, brushing the tips together, she wondered why she couldn’t sense water. She should be able to detect her own pulse, but more than that, she should be able to detect Shade’s as well. Even the draasin…

      The longer that she pressed her fingers together, using a steady circle as she tried to force feeling back into them, the more she realized it was more than water that she needed to reach. In a moment of clarity, she remembered that she couldn’t reach Reghal either. Why did she continue to forget about him? It was as if the connection to the lizard failed here, but if there was a connection, why did he not attempt to reach her? Why was there no real connection when she needed him the most?

      Unless he couldn’t reach her, the same way that she couldn’t reach him. Was it possible Shade had managed to capture the nobelas lizard? Was that something he kept from her, waiting for the right moment to reveal it?

      She blinked at the sudden clarity of thought returning, but then it was gone. She could remember a strange lizard, but why would she have been thinking about it? What was special about the lizard? In Rens, there were hundreds of them, some so foolish as to remain out in the sun too long, burned by the heat and left to rot. Ciara wondered why she should think of this one.

      The massive draasin perched on the edge of the tower, looking over the harsh landscape, her thick wings folded against her, heat coursing from her body. In the time that Ciara had been here, she had become more comfortable with the draasin and wondered what it might see.

      She had only been to the top of the tower at night, never during the daylight, as if Shade wanted to prevent her from knowing where she might be, the same way he attempted to prevent her from remembering who she was supposed to be. Was she ala’shin, as he continued to call her? Or was she something else?

      “What power?” she found herself asking, hating that she caved into his desire for her to ask more questions. Each time she fell silent, he did the same, giving her time to question, to wonder, but never giving answers.

      “You have felt that power your entire life, ala’shin. You understand the power of the sun, the burning fire that comes from it, much as you know the power of darkness and the way it changes the world.”

      She rubbed her hands together. Why were they so numb? If only she could move them, could bring the ends together… She worked the tips against each other, feeling a fogginess fade from her mind, and blinked again.

      Sashi stood on the edge of the wall, ignoring her. Had the draasin been there the entire time? How long had she been here? Her mind felt off, and as she continued to work the tips of her fingers together, she realized that it had felt that way for several days, with only brief spurts of clarity of thought.

      What was Shade doing to her?

      “Light and dark have as much effect as any of the other elements,” he was saying, “but few have ever attempted to shape them.”

      “There are no…” She caught herself before finishing, about to say that there were no shapers of light and dark, but then what would she call Thenas? Had he not managed to exude darkness, to bring strands of blackest night into existence? But if that were true, then it meant the opposite was also true. Could there be shapers of light, those able to command such brightness that they countered the dark?

      The idea triggered something of a memory. Shade turned to her and pressed his lips together. A part of her cried out, demanding that she pay attention to what he did, but the concern faded, like so much else during her time here, leaving her staring at the massive draasin sitting on the wall.

      She remembered her home, her childhood, and the lessons that her father had attempted to teach, but when she had been in Rens, the draasin were never so docile as this. This creature… she appeared as if she waited for Shade to call to her, as he had demonstrated that he could so many times, to the point that Shade rode atop her back one night, circling in the sky before landing once more.

      Could Ciara ever learn to do something similar? The idea seemed impossible. How could she, a girl barely able to become one of the nya’shin, ever learn something like that?

      She was better off returning to her home, to Rens, and learning what she could from the other nya’shin.

      “I think it is time for us to return,” Shade said.

      She sighed. The colors of the sky called to her, flickering at times and tugging on a memory of something she thought that she should recall but couldn’t. Whatever thought she strained for was right at the edge of her mind, keeping her from grasping it.

      When Shade took her hand, she didn’t resist, and he pulled her away from the night and the sky and the cool breeze, away from all the things that were different than her homeland. Perhaps it was good that she went with Shade.
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        I don’t know how many have been truly tainted by the darkness. Some believe themselves able to use it and resist the effect, but connecting to the elemental power of the world does not allow one to resist. Such a connection changes everyone, it is only a matter of how much.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “She comes along nicely,” Shade said, speaking through the stone set on the table and sending the words across the distance, carried on a breath of wind.

      He stood, leaning over the table, his hands resting on either side of the stone, staring at the marks that he had set there himself. A lost art, much like the making of the j’na. Fascinating the girl would still have it. Even more fascinating she had no idea what the title she claimed would mean. In time, he would teach her what it meant to be ala’shin.

      The faint green light that shimmered from the stone swirled up as the voice answered, “You risk much bringing her there, Shade. You know how valuable the temple is to us.”

      Shade bit back the retort that came to mind. A good thing they weren’t across from him, able to watch his expressions. “I risk nothing. She is controlled. Besides, your pets will go nowhere without their masters.”

      “Controlled. Sevn claims she fights it.”

      “She fights nothing. She has much potential, which is why I must wipe more than I have with others. Trust me on this.”

      “You have one month to show demonstrable progress. After that, we will have to dispose of her.”

      Dispose? They were fools if they thought to dispose of this girl. Untrained, she demonstrated real potential. Had they managed to get to her before the shapers of Ter, Shade would have had no difficulty turning her. Now it required a bit more finesse, but not anything he had never done before.

      “You would make a mistake acting rashly in this case. Think of Sevn. Had you used your timeline, he would have been a lost cause.”

      There was a slight pause as there often was when conversing this way. “We have considered the impact of losing one like Sevn. Even yourself, Shade.”

      Shade took a deep breath, inhaling the swirling greenish light. He remembered little of his time before joining and had long ago realized that it no longer mattered. What did matter was the fact that he helped shape the balance within the world. That was more important than anything as simple as his previous name, one he now guarded carefully, especially as he understood how important names could be.

      “Trust me that she can be valuable. I saw the way she summoned the light.”

      There was another pause, and he worried that he’d pushed too hard. Few saw the benefit in summoning the light, thinking that what they did with the night was more than enough, but Shade understood. There must be a balance. That was their purpose. They might control the dark, but they had to balance that control with what they were able to do with the light.

      “Sevn confirmed what you witnessed.”

      Shade didn’t send his frustration through the connection. That wouldn’t do anything other than show them how easy it was for him to be irritated, but having Sevn decide whether he would have the opportunity to continue what he did… that rankled.

      “As I said, she has the potential to be a powerful summoner once I wipe away these memories and start fresh.”

      “You must be careful, Shade. One like her, with abilities such as she has demonstrated, might have connections we do not fully understand.”

      “Such as her j’na?”

      Sevn would have shared that finding with them, so it did him little good to withhold anything about what he’d discovered. The j’na had been the piece that told him that he had made the right decision. How perfect he would find something like that carried by a girl with her abilities. The only part that he didn’t understand was what she had used for the tip. Traditionally, j’na carried an osidan tip, one found by the wearer, drawing in the power of the elementals to be stored within the osidan. What she carried was something else, and not osidan. The surface was smooth and slick, and warm. When he broke her, he would discover the secret and the reason that osidan had not been chosen. But not too soon. Asking her about it too soon risked her reverting to a state that he needed to keep her from until he managed to completely convince her about what they did.

      “Yes,” Shade said, eying the j’na as it rested along the wall. “Such as her j’na.”

      The strange end of the spear glowed softly. He would understand why, even if that was a secret she wanted to keep to herself. The answer was the key to understanding how she managed to summon the light, something that even they hadn’t managed to discover.

      “One month, Shade. And then we will come.”

      The connection broke off. Even if it hadn’t, Shade was tempted to destroy the stone in order to break it off.

      Could he break her in one month?

      He didn’t know. The others had taken longer, but then he had made a point of working with them slowly, first building a connection and then using what he learned to wipe away everything they knew so he could start with them anew. But neither of the others he’d discovered had anywhere near the potential he sensed from the ala’shin.

      To break her, he would need to work more quickly than he ever had. There was risk, but then, there was also the potential of a great reward. If he were the one to do it, and if he could turn her to help, he would have a level of control over her, and in turn, over the others.

      This was something he could do. He would do.

      Shade took the stone and squeezed it in his fist, wanting to crush it, before he set it back down, staring at her j’na as he did, an idea of how he would reach her growing in his mind.
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        There has not been evidence of others similarly tainted since Bayan returned. There must be others, much as there must be other tainted draasin. If we could find a way to cleanse them, we would not have to destroy an asset. All of the elementals must be viewed as assets when playing this game, as must each shaper. The outcome is all that matters.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara fought against dreams.

      They were strange dreams, filled with memories she knew were not real, those that could not be real. Dreams that called to her, claiming she could sit atop the draasin, that she had ridden one of the ancient beasts of fire. That was how she knew they were nothing more than dreams.

      Other dreams intruded. A strange lizard continued to appear, one that looked so different than the lizards that were so common in Rens. This creature seemed to watch her, its eyes full of light and color and something she would almost believe to be intelligence, but none of the lizards had ever been known to have intelligence.

      Maybe it was her fear of them that made her dream of the lizard, though Ciara had never believed that she would—or should—fear them. They were harmless unless disturbed. This creature, though, it watched her with unnerving intensity.

      She dreamed of faces of men and women she did not recognize, though even in the dream, a distant part of her claimed she should. They were strange faces, and they had powers… Shapers. She was certain of it.

      Not a dream then, but a nightmare.

      One of those faces welcomed her, had a warm smile and exuded strength. But he was of Ter. Even in the dream, she knew enough to back away from him, to avoid the trap of falling for his charms. Ter had harmed her people often enough over the years. She would not allow herself to fall for anything more.

      The fear for this man almost stirred her from her sleep, but she drifted, falling into the dream even more. She saw her father, aged beyond what he should be, stressed with some knowledge that he wouldn’t share, shadows darkening his face. The village seemed decimated, empty, even the shepa nowhere to be seen.

      But then the dream faded, and she was back in her village, sitting across the fire with her father, Fas sitting at her side, needing to hide her flush at her awareness of his warmth and the casual way that he leaned into her. Eshan was there, his j’na resting across his legs, shooting looks to Fas that Ciara couldn’t recognize. A bottle of wine passed around the group. A celebration, then, and a happy time. A good dream.

      Ciara stirred, the other dreams—nightmares, really—trying to intrude, but she refused to let them. She stayed in the dream, stayed in the confines of the happiness, feeling nothing but the welcome of her village, the warmth of the fire and the wine as it trailed down her throat, nothing other than contentedness.

      When she finally awoke, everything but the last dream was forgotten.
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        Even Enlightened, I do not control enough spirit to cleanse a draasin.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The copse of trees carried a fragrance of something like pine and cut grass, fresh scents that Jasn welcomed after all the time that he’d spent inside the Hyaln castle.

      In that time, he’d come to realize that there were more within Hyaln like Tobin, men and women who were scholars, learned people, and who studied with a fervor that exceeded even the College of Scholars. The longer that he was here, the more he came to question what Cheneth had taught. What if this being they called Tenebeth was nothing more than a man more talented than anyone else?

      Hadn’t he seen what could happen with a single shaper of significant power? Ciara could summon with amazing power, and there were shapers—like Lachen—who had enormous power as well.

      “You are growing more talented with your rune traps,” Katya said. She sat near the edge of a stream, trailing her fingers in the water. A soft shaping built from her, and Jasn suspected that she intended to mask it, but with water—and his connection to the elementals—he could detect most shapings.

      “I don’t know if talented, but I see the way that they can be used.”

      He asked the current of water to flow toward her. Not a shaping and not a summons, but a request to water. It was nothing like what he learned in Hyaln. Jasn doubted that he could learn about his connection to the elementals here, as so few were known to have one. None were willing to speak of the wise, and he’d given up asking.

      Katya looked over her shoulder, her wide eyes reflecting the brightness of her smile. “I thought that you would know that the Varden approved you to stay. You are a student of Hyaln now.”

      Jasn closed his eyes and stretched his arms out, moving his fingers as Rehnar had instructed, something of a summons. The wind fluttered over him, and he inhaled deeply. When Cheneth had suggested that he come to Hyaln, he hadn’t been certain what he could learn that he wouldn’t learn in the barracks. The shapers there were more skilled than any in Atenas, and he’d grown increasingly more skilled with shaping in his time there. But what he now knew made him realize how all of that paled in comparison.

      And he had so much still to learn.

      Rehnar and Tobin seemed impressed that he had talents in several different areas. From what he could tell, that was rare. Rehnar was a master summoner, teaching Jasn the way to add his intent to the call to the elementals, holding that in his mind. Tobin was a master of the rune traps, using shapes to hold and store the power of the elements, to augment it in certain ways that made him impressive. But neither had much talent in the other area.

      Anytime he asked Tobin about something he’d worked on with Rehnar, the other man brushed it off, answering it in a way that he could explain with his rune traps. The same happened when Jasn asked Rehnar about the rune traps. Even Katya hadn’t seemed to master each of these areas. She was a shaper and claimed to be Enlightened, but she had less ability in the other areas than him. More exposure and knowledge, but he’d seen that she wasn’t nearly as able to perform some of the things that he had mastered.

      And now he was a student of Hyaln. That had been the goal in coming here, intending for him to learn enough that he would be able to help the barracks as they faced Tenebeth.

      “The Varden hasn’t even met me,” Jasn said.

      “Do they have to have met you to understand that you know how to shape, or to recognize your ability to summon when Rehnar claims that you can, or even to believe Tobin when he reports your ability to create the rune traps?”

      “What of the Enlightened?”

      “What of them?”

      “In the time that I’ve been here, I’ve been given time with others, but never with the Enlightened.”

      Katya smiled and pulled her hand from the water, wiping in on her cloak. “Is that what you believe, Jasn?”

      He studied her, wondering if she had been testing him in some way. He had no way of knowing if she did, just as he had no way of shaping spirit on his own. That was as much beyond him as summoning in the way that Ciara did.

      “You?”

      She smiled. “Few who come to Hyaln ever have the potential to be one of the Enlightened. It’s the reason why there is such prestige to the Enlightened.”

      “I thought you said the summoners had the loudest voice.”

      “The one who speaks the loudest does not necessarily wield the most power. I would think that you recognize that?”

      “What does that mean?”

      She smiled. “Only that I know how much you’ve seen of the world, Jasn.”

      “You don’t know what I’ve seen since you left.”

      “I know the sacrifice you attempted to make. I know what you were willing to do. I know, Jasn.”

      He hated that she did and that he hadn’t managed to keep it from her. Katya didn’t need to know what he’d been willing to do, the fact that he had been willing to die because she had been gone.

      “I still don’t understand why,” she answered softly. “You were a healer. In time, you would have replaced Oliver. I think he knew that, which was why he took such interest in your training.”

      Jasn closed his eyes, thinking back to that time. They were memories that he wanted to forget, the sharp pain that he’d known when he first learned that she was gone, the hurt and anger that had surged through him, leaving him a husk of who he had been. How could he ever hope to help heal another when he couldn’t move past what had happened to him? The healing that he’d known, the peace and thirst for knowledge that had driven him before, was replaced by a nothingness.

      Had Tenebeth attempted to claim him then?

      He had been damaged and had healed himself to reach water more directly. It had been water that told him how he’d been damaged, though Jasn always had sort of known.

      “You have to care in order to heal others,” he said softly. “When you were gone… when I heard that you had died… I couldn’t bring myself to care anymore. Not as I once had, and not as I needed.” He sighed. “And in Rens, there was a sort of peace. I went there to help, turning myself from the healer and into the warrior they called the Wrecker of Rens.”

      Katya took a sharp breath. “That was you?”

      “Was. Is. I don’t know. That man is gone, the Wrecker no more. And now I don’t know what I am. I’m not a healer, Katya. I don’t know if I care enough anymore, not like I did.”

      “But you still use your abilities. Isn’t that why Thenas and Ifrit and Wyath were healed?”

      “I couldn’t… I couldn’t let them die. Not if there was something that I could do. But that’s not the same as caring, as wanting to use your ability to serve others.”

      Katya watched him for a moment, her brow creased as she bit the inside of her lip. “Why did you come here, then?”

      “Because I saw what we faced and I knew how helpless I was to do anything. I didn’t want to be that person anymore.”

      “If you’re not a healer, then why do you think you can be this person?”

      The question got at the heart of what troubled him about coming to Hyaln.

      He smiled. Katya was one of the Enlightened. She was somehow reaching into his mind. She had to be for her to understand him as she did, to ask the question that he really should have been asking himself.

      “I think… I think that this person is one who can be both,” he started. “The warrior, the Wrecker, can fight Tenebeth, and in doing that, I can satisfy the healer as well. That would be worthwhile,” he said.

      “That would be worthwhile,” Katya agreed. She stood and stepped to him, taking his hands and looking up at him. This close, he could smell the fresh and clean scent of her, and he felt the heat coming off her body, heat that mixed with his awareness of her and her steady beating of her heart through his connection to water. “You would have made an excellent healer, Jasn. You would have risen to the head of the guild, and you would have made them powerful.”

      As he stared at her, Jasn swallowed. There were times when he wondered what his life would have been like had she not disappeared. Would they have married, as they had always planned? Would she ever have told him how she served Hyaln? And him, would he have remained in Atenas and continued to study water, mastering the intricacies of the body and doing all that he could to help those sent off to the war?

      He would never have been the Wrecker, and he might never have learned about the elemental connection that he possessed, only knowing that he was a powerful water shaper.

      It was possible that what happened, that the torment that he’d experienced, had been necessary. As hard as that might be to believe, and as hard as that was for him to have lived through it had brought him a deeper understanding of himself. He was both the healer and the warrior. He couldn’t have been the warrior if it hadn’t always been a part of him, much like he couldn’t have been the healer were water not a part of him.

      “I wish it could have been different for us,” Katya said.

      He sighed. “I do too.”

      “I want you to know that the feelings were real. The affection that I felt for you was real.”

      Jasn swallowed. “Only affection? Because for me, it was deeper than only affection.”

      She answered him by rising up on her toes and kissing him softly on the lips.
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        The first time I encountered a tainted elemental, I knew there would be no way to salvage the creature. Do any but the scholars know that destroying the elemental does not destroy the power, only the host? Elemental energy is never consumed.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena returned to Atenas in the daylight, this time with an intent and a goal. She shaped herself back on a bolt of lightning and made a point of appearing at the shaper circle near the base of the tower. She held her shaping for longer than necessary, a calling of sorts, so that others would know she had returned.

      She strode from the shaper circle and made her way into the tower. This time, servants raced along the halls, and she paid them no mind. She made her way up the stairs and paused outside the wide double doors of the Seat of the Order, staring at the doors before throwing them open.

      All of this was as Cheneth suggested.

      She carried herself with more confidence than she felt, but in this she agreed with Cheneth. The Order needed stability, and if she wasn’t willing to provide it, then she would have to assist the person who would.

      Three councilors sat at the long table, and they looked up as she entered. This was the part of Cheneth’s plan that she feared. Would they shape her? If they did, if the attack came, she would have to defend herself. She didn’t like her chances, especially after what she had witnessed the night before. How could she defend against the darkness when she knew nothing about it?

      One of the councilors rose. Alena recognized Lester Dakan from the last time she had spent any real time in Atenas, having studied under him for a brief spell. The others had served on the council then as well, though Wansa had been younger, if only by a few years. She still had the same severe expression when she looked around the room, and her eyes still narrowed to little more than slits when she looked at Alena.

      “You should not disturb the council,” Lester said. “The Seat convenes to—”

      “To choose a new member,” Alena said. “That is why I have returned.”

      Wansa pressed her thin lips together, shifting the folds of her black robe so they settled around the velvet belt and peered at her through sharp gray eyes. Her silver hair was pulled back and secured with a band of matching velvet. “How is it that you believe the Seat calls a new member?”

      Wansa dispensed with any formalities, and for that, Alena was grateful. Oliver claimed the council had attempted to shape him, but had they all shaped with spirit, or had only Hester—or whoever that man was—and Margo been the ones to use spirit?

      If she intended to help the Order, she would have to work with the Seat. Doing so meant discovering who—if anyone—she could trust. Alena feared there were none trustworthy on the council, especially given what she’d learned from Oliver. If that were the case, then the entire Seat would be unsettled. The ramifications of that would reverberate throughout Ter.

      “Has the Seat not lost two members?”

      Alena held her breath as she said it. Admitting that she knew what happened opened her up for questions, but then it also placed her in a position of power. She needed to leverage that power if she intended to take one of those spots.

      Wansa glanced at Lester and then back to her. “The Seat has lost no members, Warrior Lagaro.”

      Lester frowned at her. “You haven’t been in Atenas in nearly a decade, Alena. What would make you return?”

      “The Order needs leadership, Lester, and I am willing to serve. If I was mistaken… if my sources were mistaken”—let him think that was all that this was—“then I will apologize. You both know that I served Phinar well while he sat on the council before his death.”

      Lester leaned toward Wansa and whispered softly. “She speaks of the Seat as if she—”

      The door opened, and Alena turned to see a lean man with a hardened face enter. She had not seen him before, but his dark eyes considered her for a moment, and he carried himself with a confidence that told her he expected that he should be here.

      “Hester,” Wansa said. “It’s good that you finally joined us. “And word on—”

      Hester Jons—at least, the man who pretended to be Hester Jons—raised his hand, silencing them. “What is this?”

      “This is Alena Lagaro. She was the Hand of Phinae before she departed Atenas.”

      Hester stopped across from her. He leaned toward her, his eyes narrowed, and he took a deep breath as if he inhaled her scent. He smelled of the heat, and of strange herbs, and nothing like a man of Atenas should smell, but then, Hester was not a man of Atenas, at least, if what Oliver said was true.

      “You have been away from the city a long time,” he said.

      “Long enough to know it is time for me to return.”

      He leaned forward, and the ring on her finger began to grow cool. Alena smiled, hoping that Cheneth’s ring worked as he intended.

      Hester’s mouth pulled in a dark frown. “She should not be here. We have business that must be addressed. We don’t need someone who has felt she doesn’t need to serve the Order interfering.”

      Alena bit back a retort. She had served the Order, but she had done it in a different way than most. Going to the barracks had been her way of serving, but learning how to first hunt and then speak to the draasin had been the way that she had really served.

      “I have served the Order as well as any to train in Atenas,” she said carefully. “You have only to ask the Commander, and you will understand the way in which I served.”

      Hester stared at her, and she feared that he might say something more, but he moved past her and took a seat at the table. “Margo will join us later.”

      Wansa tipped her head to the side. “You have seen her?”

      Hester glanced at Alena as if debating how to answer before shifting his attention back to Wansa. “Not seen her, but I have word that she will be joining us soon.”

      He turned to Alena and fixed her with a hard expression.

      Alena didn’t know what to say. She had expected to come into the Seat and to prove she should be considered for the Seat, but with Hester, how would she be able to overcome his objection?

      As she stood staring back at Hester defiantly, the door to the council opened again.

      Alena glanced back and saw a woman enter.

      She had seen this woman before—only, when she saw her last, the woman had glassy eyes that carried the expression of her death, and Alena had been forming the shaping that would consume her body in flames.

      “Ah, Margo,” Hester said, standing. “About time that you joined us.”

      Margo cleared her throat. “I have been delayed,” she said carefully.

      She made her way to the table and took her seat with the others.

      Alena watched and felt a flush come over her as she did. She had been a fool in coming back here and in thinking she knew what was taking place in Atenas. Oliver might have had a woman who looked like this, but had he actually had Margo? Could it be possible that she had made a mistake?

      She feared it might.

      As she looked at the other councilors, noting the sudden confusion on the face of Wansa and Lester, she realized that perhaps she hadn’t.

      The ring on her finger flared cold again, and she resisted the urge to tear it from her finger. Doing so would do nothing but expose her to Hester and to whoever this woman who pretended to be Margo was.

      No, Alena had to remain in control. She would discover what was going on in the city, and she would gather the strength of the Order, and they would oppose this darkness Hyaln intended to bring to Atenas.

      Wansa glanced from Margo to Hester, and something passed between them.

      Had Hester shaped her?

      There had been the briefest flash of cold along her finger, but she hadn’t detected anything else. But then, if he shaped with spirit, it was possible she would not.

      “It’s good you’ve returned,” Wansa said, clasping her hands on the table and leaning slightly forward. “We have been in need of instructors. Someone of your stature can help teach the students.”

      Alena bit back the retort that came to mind. Teaching in Atenas was something all were expected to contribute to, but not all did so willingly. And most of the more advanced warriors were excluded except for certain occasions. But they would not have known Alena had spent the last few years teaching. As much as she had disliked it—and she had, for the most part, wanting nothing more than to have the opportunity to chase the rumors of draasin, and then do what she could to protect them once she learned what the barracks really intended, in Atenas there might be some value in her teaching.

      She would have to play this the right way. Hester and Margo would know she suspected them, and if the other two were only shaped and not replaced, she would have to find some way to restore them. Oliver and his spirit stick would have to help.

      “I think I could better use my talents in other ways,” she said, choosing her words carefully. Let them think she refused.

      Hester smiled at her and drummed his fingers across the top of the table.

      Alena frowned. She’d seen movement like that before from Cheneth.

      At least she understood Cheneth had been right. Hester—or whoever this man was—had trained in Hyaln before coming here. The drumming of his fingers was some sort of summons, one she would have to remain mindful of.

      “The students will find the talents of the great Alena Lagaro most beneficial,” Wansa said. “I think Jef can help you find your assignment…”

      Alena glanced down the row of faces, wishing the Commander had been here. She would love to discover which side he was on so Cheneth would know. But more than that, she wanted to remove Hester. She could not do it openly, and now that Oliver had revealed himself, he placed himself at risk. More than that, they needed to understand who this false Margo was, and where she had come from.

      Asking her to work with the students was a sure way to remove her as a threat. She would be too busy training them to focus on the council. At least, they would think so.

      After nodding slowly, she left the Seat and hurried to find Oliver.
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        Reports from the west make me question how many draasin will need to be destroyed for us to survive. Dozens? Dozens of dozens? All of them? As much as it pains me, it would be a sacrifice worth making.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena found Jef in the wide walled practice yard on the other end of Atenas. The students weren’t allowed to practice too close to the tower, fearful that someone with untapped—and uncontrolled—power might somehow disrupt the stability of the stone. The toss yard, as the students had taken to calling it because they felt tossed from the tower, was nearly five hundred paces across in either direction. Wide enough that most of the students could work inside at the same time.

      “Alena?” Jef said as she appeared in the yard. “There once ‘ben an Alena in Atenas back ‘fore I ever came.”

      “That would be me,” she said.

      Jef shook his head. He was a younger man and had pale blue eyes that seemed washed out by the sunlight. His deeply tanned face reminded her more of Rens than of anyone from Ter, and she realized that he must come from one of the border cities, places that once had been Rens.

      “Nah, you too young to be her. And ya got more of a pretty face.”

      Too young? Alena was nearly thirty and had spent the last decade working in the barracks. She had to be several years older than Jef.

      “Trust me, I’m the same one. The council has asked I help teach,” she said.

      “If you Alena, then you don’t need to do no teachin’. I thought you had the inside leg for the council.”

      “I never wanted the council,” she said. She had to be careful with what she shared with Jef. If Wansa wanted her to work with him, then she had to wonder if he had been turned in some way, or if he was even the same person. It was possible these men and women of Hyaln had infiltrated dozens of places within the Order.

      As had she made her way to the toss yard, she’d began to worry about how deeply it had gone. Oliver thought that he’d killed Margo so that he could protect Yanda, but if she could be replaced, and in such a way that few would be able to tell, they were in more danger than any of them realized.

      “Well, nothin’ too exciting today. Just fresh shapers. They got some of the basics down, but they don’ know much more than that. I be tryin’ to see if any got more potential.”

      Alena looked at the dozen students all mingling together. They were young, most as young as she had been when she first came to Atenas, and spoke quietly and excitedly amongst themselves. “That seems early to be searching for warriors, don’t you think?”

      Jef shrugged. “That’s what I say, but the Commander wants all the students tested early. Thinks they need somethin’ more. We ben doing that for the last few years now.”

      “Few years?” When she had come to Atenas, she had first shown potential with fire. That was the way it was for most shapers. Demonstrate ability with a single element and build comfort with it, and after that, begin working to see if you have potential with the others. Anything else was felt to be a waste of time. And given how many warrior shapers Ter produced, the system seemed to work. Why change it now?

      “So we get them tested, working with them each day to see if they show the ability to shape anything else.”

      “You’re not working with them to teach them how to shape?”

      “There’s some of that, but we ben told that it’s not as important.” He shrugged again. “I’m not much of a teacher like that, but I got a knack for drawin’ out potential. That’s why I’m here.”

      “And you said this was the Commander’s idea?”

      Jef nodded. “Commander ben asking us to find more shapers.”

      “Why would he need shapers who have no training?” she asked but didn’t expect an answer. Jef didn’t seem to really know what was taking place here, other than that he had been asked to help draw out shaping ability. But shapers without any training would be not only a danger to themselves, they would be a danger to others.

      “Not sure. Probably have someone else workin’ with them. After I get them to show what they can do, they take ‘em from me. Can’t say I blame them. I wouldn’t be able to teach ‘em what they need anyway.”

      Alena paced slightly, glancing at the line of children. They were children, and so young. Most would be ten, maybe twelve, though a few would be a little older. What would the commander want with children like that? Why test them rather than let them develop their ability?

      Had she not had the opportunity to develop, she never would have managed to really understand what she could do with fire, and she would never have understood the way the voices in the back of her mind called to her, drawing her toward fire.

      Was that what the Commander hoped to prevent?

      Alena sighed. “Dangerous way to teach,” she said.

      “Probably why they sent you. Maybe figured you could show ‘em some things I don’t know how to teach.”

      That couldn’t be the reason. Not if the council had been betrayed. But she didn’t know why they would have wanted her here. Did they want to keep closer tabs on her? Jef didn’t seem like he attempted to shape her, and the ring hadn’t gone cold since she came to the yard, but Wansa and the others had to have some reason for her being here, if only she could find it.

      And she thought working with the students wouldn’t distract her, that she’d be able to find a way to reach the council, but now that she was here, she had other questions, ones that had nearly as deep implications as anything the council might do.

      “Anyway, we got to get them ready.”

      “Ready for what?” she asked, turning back to Jef.

      “For what? The war. Isn’t that where you ben? Commander says the war along the border ben going worse, so need more with real potential.”

      “The war is mostly over,” she said.

      “Nah. You should see all the supplies moving through the city. Not mostly over. Not that I can say fer myself. Ben a few years since I ben able to get to the border. Sort of hard for me.”

      Alena remembered that the last time that she had come to Atenas, she had seen supply carts moving through the city. Dozens of them, and it looked like there would be others. That wasn’t the sign of a war winding down.

      But why? Everything that she’d seen told her that the war with Rens was over. There might be some fighting along the inner borders, places where Volth had gone and gained his reputation, but there wasn’t anything there to claim. Was there?

      She didn’t know. Her time in the barracks had isolated her from the rest of the war. It was possible the war raged on more angrily than she understood, but when she searched for the draasin, when she was there in Rens, she saw nothing to make her believe it was the same.

      “Can you show me what you do to help the students?” She needed to figure out why the council had sent her here. Other than as a distraction, there had to be some reason. She would start with Jef, and would watch to see what he did and whether there was anything that seemed like he sided with Hyaln.

      Jef flashed a crooked smile and started toward the students. “Gather round. Come on, ya noisy tumbleweeds.”

      The students fell silent as Jef approached. Most looked up at him with smiles. Alena remembered well the excitement of coming to the toss yard, those early lessons where it seemed that you would be able to do anything, but also the anxiety that you might not be able to shape anything more than what brought you to Atenas. No one wanted to shape only one element. Without having the ability to shape any of the others, you could never join the Order, and that was really the goal of everyone who came to Atenas.

      “Got a special guest today. She be here to help work with you. So think of it like you got two instructors. Treat her tha same as you treat me.”

      One of the girls giggled, and Jef arched his brow at her.

      “Okay, Lennie, maybe not quite tha same as ya treat me. Be nicer to her than me.”

      “Who is she?” one of the boys asked.

      Alena stepped forward. These students had a different reaction to Jef than she remembered having with her instructors when she was young, but then, he wasn’t really trying to teach anything to them. He was trying to draw out their abilities. But did they have to be different? When she had been here, learning about new abilities came with working with the first element.

      “My name is Alena.”

      “Are you a new warrior?”

      Alena smiled. “Not new. I’ve been in the Order for over ten years.”

      One of the other girls giggled. “That would have made you our age when you joined the Order.”

      Alena frowned. “Not your age. But I’ve been away from the city for a while.”

      “And you want to teach now that you’re back?” one of the boys asked.

      “I think I have much I can teach.”

      “Show us!” someone said.

      Alena smiled. They had an excitement for shaping that she had forgotten about. “What would you like to see?”

      “Fire!” two of the children answered at once. They appeared to be twins, and both had reddish hair and freckles dotting their faces.

      “I can show you fire,” she said and called on fire, drawing on the element and, without intending to, drawing on the connected strength of the elemental still hidden within the barracks. She hoped Wyath cared for him like he promised while she was gone.

      She raised up on the shaping of fire, lifting into the air. Fire bloomed below her, swirling in a spiral that she aimed toward the ground. Alena added wind, containing the flames so that they didn’t escape and harm one of the children, and streaked higher into the air.

      From here, she could see the tower.

      Sunlight blazed brightly overhead, and she cupped a hand over her eyes to keep from blinding herself. In spite of the sun, it seemed as if shadows wavered around the tower, much like what she’d seen the night that they first came to Atenas.

      Alena almost lost control of her shaping.

      Had the influence that Cheneth feared grown so bold they would use it during the daylight? Or was there something else? Had Tenebeth managed to invade Atenas?

      As she lowered herself back to the ground to the children’s clapping and cheering, she worried she might be in well over her head. Cheneth would need to know what she’d discovered, but when he did, what would he be able to do?

      That worried her most of all.
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        When I return to Atenas, I feel the strength of summoning magic there. The practitioners of that arcane art are more accomplished than I realized. I am not enough to stop them alone.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The room felt warm, the flames jumping in the hearth crackling with a steady energy. Alena stared at the fire, unable to shake the sense that there was darkness all around her, as if the tower itself had been infected with it.

      “Margo is dead,” Oliver repeated. The healer still struggled with what she had told him, but then, she had seen the woman’s body. How was it possible that she’d returned?

      “Dead, but not dead.”

      Oliver turned away from the window, his hands clasped over his belly, and shook his head. “You were here, Alena. You were the one who helped destroy the body!”

      “I know what I did,” she said.

      “And you say that Hester has returned to the Seat.”

      She nodded.

      “Balls,” he swore and started pacing around his room. Alena again marveled at the way that he moved, so light on his feet given his size. He practically glided through the room. “That means two of them are this spirit shaper. Probably have the other two controlled. And the Commander—”

      Alena looked up. “What of the Commander?”

      Oliver paused. “Well, he has to be in on this, don’t you think? For them to be able to do what they’re doing, the Commander would have to know. The blasted man is the most powerful shaper in Ter.”

      Alena closed her eyes, trying to work through what she had discovered, but couldn’t piece together the parts, not with what she knew. “When was the last time you saw him here?”

      Oliver pulled the spirit stick out of his pocket. He’d been doing that more and more the last few days. “Not anytime recently, but then I don’t sit on the Seat. Never really was around much to begin with. That’s sort of been the mystery with him.”

      “You can’t rule the council when you’re absent.”

      Oliver tapped the spirit stick against his leg. “But he doesn’t rule. He leads. And he can lead from a distance. He’s shown us that he can, especially as he’s the one leading the effort in the war.”

      It all came back to the war. Lachen pulled all the shapers into the war as soon as they were ready. And he drew on those with barely enough training, asking Jef to get them ready so that they could be raised to the Order. Without any real training, they would be in even more danger.

      It almost seemed as if he was trying to see that Atenas didn’t have enough shapers to protect Ter.

      Could that be what he intended? That seemed so devious, but pulling away those who could defend Atenas and forcing them into this war would do that, wouldn’t it? They wouldn’t have enough shapers were Ter attacked again…

      “No,” she whispered.

      Oliver looked up. “No what?”

      She thought about what she understood, but it fit. Damn, but it fit. “When I went to the council—”

      “I still think that was a mistake. They know you’re on my side now.”

      Alena shook her head. “I don’t think they do. Not yet, anyway. But that’s not the point. When I went to the council, they had me go work with the students. There’s a man there by the name of Jef. Do you know him?”

      Oliver waved his hand. “I don’t know him, but I stay focused on the guild these days. I barely even teach anymore, and only when I find someone with real talent.”

      “Like Volth?”

      Oliver nodded slowly. “Volth had talent unlike anything I’d ever seen. What he could—can—do with water is impressive.” He paused and focused on Alena. “You know how he managed to do it, don’t you?”

      “You know I do.”

      He patted the long, slender rod against his palm a few times. “Strange to know that anyone can speak to water in such a way, but he’s not the first.”

      “What do you mean that he’s not the first?”

      Oliver glanced at the books lining his wall and frowned. “The guild keeps records. In some ways, we have nearly as much recorded history as the College of Scholars.”

      Alena glanced at his shelves. There was no doubting that there were thousands of journals stored here, but as much as the college? That seemed to be stretching the truth. “I can’t claim that I’ve been to the college, but Eldridge has shared with me how there are rows upon rows of books…”

      “Having more books doesn’t mean that they have more knowledge than the guild.”

      Alena chose not to argue. “You said Volth wasn’t the first, and when he was healing Wyath, you didn’t seem surprised by what he could do.”

      Oliver shook his head. “Not surprised, not after what I witnessed from him while he trained with the guild. A natural healer, and one who could have surpassed me in the guild had he remained in Atenas. The blasted man chose to go to Rens, to abandon everything that he’d been taught, risking it for—”

      “I know what happened to Volth,” she said. “As I suspect you know the reason he left.”

      Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “You think I shouldn’t have told him.”

      “What I think about this doesn’t matter.”

      Oliver watched her, his hands resting on his stomach and his fingers twitching. “You didn’t know, did you?”

      Alena blinked slowly. “I didn’t know. I think Cheneth might have, but he kept it from me. I haven’t learned how it is that you knew about her.”

      “There’s no real secret to it,” Oliver said. “The guild has people spread throughout Ter. When word came that Katya had died, I asked the guild to keep their ears open for more information. Knowing Volth, I feared that he would do something rash.”

      “Like racing off to Rens?”

      “That would qualify, don’t you think?”

      “The elementals kept him alive.”

      “And if they hadn’t? You can’t tell me that he was never in any real danger, Alena. There are certain things his healing would not save him from.”

      Alena had nearly died because of something his healing wouldn’t have saved him from. More than only her, they both had nearly died because of that. Had he not managed to pull through, it was possible that her foolishness with the draasin egg would have killed them both.

      “I am aware.” She frowned. “When did you learn she still lived?” Why hadn’t she asked this when they had been here the last time? But Alena knew the answer: she had been so focused on finding a way to save Wyath that she hadn’t been able to focus on what Oliver had said to Volth. And then he had confronted her, so she had taken him to the Sanash where she had died. Or where Alena had thought that Issa had died.

      “When she was in Atenas, Katya was well-known to the guild. She had a thirst for knowledge, rivaling that of the scholars in some ways. A crafty woman; I understood why Cheneth called her to study in his place.”

      Alena thought about Issa. What she’d known of the woman hadn’t been a thirst for knowledge. She had been a strong shaper and had a knack for picking up shaping techniques that others took weeks or longer to learn, almost as if she had…

      She bit her lip as she considered the possibility. Jasn had left thinking that she had been turned by Tenebeth and that she somehow served him, but what if that wasn’t the case? Just because Bayan had been turned, and Thenas before her, didn’t mean that others would have. And the way that she had learned, her ability with shaping, that could mean that she wasn’t a shaper of Atenas at all, couldn’t it?

      What if Issa had always been from Hyaln?

      But Cheneth hadn’t known. Did he know now?

      Alena didn’t think so, or he would have prepared Volth for that possibility before sending him to Hyaln.

      That meant that Issa had been in the barracks for another reason.

      Could she have thought to control the darkness? There had been no real sense of it from her when she’d been there, not like there had been with Thenas, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t suppress it or that Alena would have recognized it.

      “What is it? You look like you lost a pint of blood.”

      Alena laughed softly. “Not a pint of blood, but there are pieces to a puzzle that are starting to come together around me, only I’m not sure what they mean. What do you know of a place called Hyaln?”

      Oliver’s eyes twitched, but he shook his head. “I know only that your Cheneth studied there.”

      “And you know that Cheneth shapes spirit.”

      He nodded. “He wouldn’t have given me the spirit stick were he not able to do so. He has asked that we watch for those who might have been shaped by spirit. I think he would have me free them with this.”

      “He intends for you to heal the council,” Alena said.

      Oliver’s eyes widened. “I won’t attack another of the council. It’s bad enough I had to fight with Margo.”

      “From what you told me, you had little choice in the matter. I think Cheneth would have understood.”

      “I don’t care what Cheneth understands. This is about what I’ve done. I’m a healer, Alena, a member of an order older than even the Order of Warriors, one with a history as rich as anything that the Order claims. And now I have ended a life by my own hand. You cannot understand what that means for me.”

      She might not know what that meant for him, or what it meant that he had been forced to kill, but she understood what it was like to do something that went against everything that you believed in. It was the same sense she had the first time that she’d gone on a hunt for one of the draasin. She had heard their voices even then, and when Wyath had led her away from the barracks, thinking that she could understand what they were to learn there, she had felt a nauseated sense, almost as if she had betrayed the person that she was—and the person she was meant to be.

      “Everything continues to come back to Hyaln,” Alena said. “Cheneth fears there is another group, one that worships the darkness, but if that’s the case, why do I continue to feel like this is all tied into Hyaln?”

      “That’s not why he sent you here.”

      “No. He wants me to sort out the council, and I agree I need to do what I can to help with that. If the council is not comprised of actual members of the Order, if they have really been infiltrated, then we need to know. Just as we need to know why the Commander has accelerated the learning of the newest shapers, placing not only them in danger, but endangering the future of Atenas.”

      “How do you intend to do that?”

      Alena wasn’t sure. Cheneth had sent her here and claimed she had everything that she needed to succeed, but for the first time, she suspected that Cheneth didn’t have the answers for everything.

      But maybe he’d given them something that they could use. A way for her to understand.

      “Oliver, I’m going to need for you to show me how to use the spirit stick.”
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        When I set my pieces, I knew I would need to utilize one who did not wish to return to the city, but Alena has long been nearly as strong a shaper as me. Had I known about her connection to the draasin before, I would have many other ways to use such a skill. I hope it is not too late to use her the way she will be needed.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara stood and hurried through the tower, moving quickly past each of the doors, counting them as she did. Shade had asked her to reach him on the third floor, but she would have to take a different stair. A cool breeze blew through the tower as if someone had left too many windows open, and a chill rolled through her, making her wish she still had the cloak she’d been given when she came to this tower.

      Shade still hadn’t fully explained why her father had brought her here, other than to say that she would learn from the remnants of Rens, those last men and women who held onto the old ways.

      Given what she’d seen of Shade, she wondered what his village had been like. For him to wear such thick wool, he would have to have come from some part of Rens much colder than where she had been, so near to the waste. But the style of clothing was the same, even if he never placed his shaiza over his face.

      When she reached the stair, she hurried down, taking them two at a time, flying along as if her legs were made of feathers. The third floor. This was the first time Shade had asked her to come this way rather than having her follow him. Maybe it was a measure of his new trust. She had come to realize that he needed to trust her, that there was something that he’d been waiting for, but she didn’t know what she’d done that allowed him to now trust her.

      She stopped at a door on the third floor and considered the carvings worked into the wood. There was something familiar about them, like a pattern that she should recognize, but she blinked away the thought. That wasn’t why she was here. She was here to understand what Shade could teach her. From what she’d seen, he had a different way of shaping, one that might be able to help her village against the threat of attacks, and wasn’t that the very reason that she’d come?

      When she knocked, the door opened. Shade stood on the other side, two others already waiting. One was a younger man with a sun-darkened face and hair bleached nearly white. He glanced over at her and nodded once, almost as if he recognized her. Had she met him here already? The time that she’d been in Shade’s tower—at least, that was what she’d come to call it—she had a hard time remembering much of anything, probably because there had been so much to see. The other was another girl, probably no older than sixteen, with short brown hair cut close to her scalp. She wore a long robe hung over her shoulders that she pulled together as Ciara entered.

      “Good that you are here, ala’shin,” he said.

      She flushed as she often did when he called her that. It was a title that she didn’t deserve, one her father held, but she doubted that she would ever amount to enough for her to reach the same level. Without any ability with water shaping, she would never be ala’shin. The Stormbringer knew she was barely nya’shin.

      She opened her mouth to tell him to stop calling her that, to ask him to call her by her given name, but a muted voice in the back of her head warned against it. Her brow knitted in confusion. Why shouldn’t she share with Shade?

      But then, he hadn’t given her his name, had he? Shade was no sort of name, and certainly not the kind of name a man from Rens would claim. Maybe it was some sort of game to him—or a test—to see who could hold out the longest, avoid sharing the other name. If that were the case, then she wouldn’t do so first.

      “Where else would I be, Shade?” she asked, taking her place alongside the others.

      The girl slid over, making room for her. The other man glanced at her, and Ciara couldn’t shake the sense of familiarity in his eyes.

      “You have waited for this lesson for quite some time.” Shade carried his j’na with him, and he stabbed the end of it into the ground so that the wood made a loud cracking sound.

      Ciara resisted the urge to cover her ears as she eyed his j’na. She still waited to be allowed her own j’na, waiting for her father to allow her the opportunity to claim the spear, but she would need to find osidan for the tip. That was often the hardest part, the quest each nya’shin must accomplish before they could serve fully. And without the ability to shape water, she might never be able to really reach the osidan that she needed.

      “Today we begin our summoning,” Shade continued. “In order for you to use this, you need to understand what summoning is and what it is not. Each of you is here because you have the ability to call to the elementals.” When Ciara frowned again, Shade smiled at her, a mixture of warmth and a hint of darkness that didn’t really look as if it belonged on his face. “Yes, even you, ala’shin. You each can reach the elementals. But to do so, you need to understand that they are powerful. To use their power, you must be powerful, and stronger than them. Training will move slowly so that you gain mastery over yourself and over the elementals. First, you must control yourself before you can control the elementals.”

      The others with her nodded, so Ciara nodded as well, but a part of her hesitated even though she didn’t know why she should. Hadn’t her father sent her here? She had thought it a punishment for her inability to reach water, to shape it as he had instructed, but this was not punishment, not what Shade intended for her to learn. The promise of the ability to reach the power of the elementals… power that he believed that she could access… that was something more than any mere shaping.

      She still didn’t know why she had been chosen, but she would honor her father and his choice of sending her here by learning all that she could. She would honor her village, and her people, by training, studying, and seeing if there was anything that she could bring back to them.

      A nagging worry came to her, one that seemed intent to make her question herself. Ciara had questioned herself often enough over the years that she would not do it here. If her father believed that she deserved to be here, then she did.

      More than even her father believing in her, having Shade believe she belonged here made it easier for her to remain. She had seen great power from him. Even the confident way he held his j’na made it clear that he was a powerful nya’shin, one she should listen to. Maybe that was the real reason that her father had sent her away. He intended for her to learn from Shade, to uncover some secret that would help the village.

      “The summoning can be something as big as this,” Shade went on. He tapped his j’na in a series of cracks upon the stone, each one louder than the last, leading the ground to begin shaking steadily until he set his j’na back against the stone and leaned on it. “Or something as small as this.” Shade brushed his hands along his sides, his fingers drumming in a particular way Ciara suspected was important. Wind began gusting, blowing through the room though there were no windows.

      Shaped wind. Unless it really was as he suggested. Could he call to the elementals?

      She wouldn’t have believed that there was anything like elementals before she had come here, but Shade had demonstrated them to her, and proven his ability to call them time and again. His claim that she could and would learn how to do the same was the reason she felt the growing knot of excitement deep within her belly. If she could learn what he managed to do, she would be able to help her village. More than that, she might actually be able to be a real nya’shin, possibly even learn enough to deserve the title that he placed on her.

      “Now. The beginning of this is intent. You must hold your intent within your mind. That is the first step of gaining control over the elementals. And once you have that control, you can use it.” Shade made another small motion with his hand and suddenly spun toward the top of the room, floating on air.

      “Are you shaping?” she found herself asking. That had been the question that had plagued her since she first came. If he shaped, what made it any different than the attackers of Ter? Not that she would refuse to learn, but she understood how shaping required an innate ability that she simply did not possess. This… if there was really anything to this summoning, this seemed like something that she could learn.

      Shade dropped to the ground. “Not shaping, ala’shin. They are similar, but not the same. I have minimal shaping talent, but I can use the elementals, and the power I can control is greater than any shaper. I do not grow fatigued the same way that they do. If an elemental perishes, then another can be summoned. This is the way to true power.”

      He jabbed his j’na into the stone again and turned to the others with a smile. “Some of you know shaping. That is good. You can use what you know, augment it with summoning, but I will share with you that some of the greatest summoners are those who have never learned to shape the elements.

      “Now, it is time for you to practice. We will begin with something small. Wind is often safest, but not always, so we will begin with that.”

      He demonstrated the summoning that he’d used, slowing the movement so that they could follow. There was a drumming to his fingers, a steadiness and a pattern that Ciara recognized as important. But he said intent was also important. She had to want to control the wind, to want to call it, and force it to do what she needed.

      Ciara practiced the movement. There was something familiar about it, almost as if she had done it before, but she wondered if that came from knowing the touch of the wind, the familiarity of a hot breeze blowing against her skin, ruffling the thin fabric of her elouf.

      Shade stopped next to her. “The pattern is correct, ala’shin, but you have not summoned.”

      “I…” She hesitated. Was it the fact that he called for her to demand control? Maybe that wasn’t it at all. Maybe it was the fact that she didn’t know whether she could summon the elementals. She was no shaper; what made her think that she could do this?

      “Intent, ala’shin. That is the other component. You must call, and you must demand an answer.” There was intensity behind his words, almost as if he summoned her.

      She flushed, frustration surging through her. She would fail at this the same way that she failed at being nya’shin, the same way that she failed reaching water, and the same way that she failed to reach the top of the finger rock. As much as she might want to reach the elementals and do exactly what Shade asked, she could not.

      “Why do you call me that?” she asked, keeping her gaze on the floor.

      “Because that is what you are destined for. You must gain the knowledge, but I know that you can.”

      “I can’t reach the elementals. I can’t even copy this pattern the correct way.”

      A sudden gust of wind made her look up. The other girl had managed to summon the wind using the same pattern that Shade had used. He smiled at her, and Ciara hated that she wished the smile would be—that it could be—for her.

      “The pattern is not the problem, ala’shin. It is the intent behind it. You must control the elementals and demand they serve. It cannot be the other way.”

      “Why must I demand,” she asked. “Can I request them to answer? Does that work?” Somehow, sending a request to the elementals seemed easier, possibly even better. The draasin were creatures of keen intelligence, and forcing them to serve seemed—

      A sudden crack from Shade’s j’na caught her attention and pulled her eyes up to his.

      “No. You will not request. Do you ask the shepa if you may use their fur? Do you ask the dholla if you may eat of his flesh? These are creatures of the world, ala’shin. They are meant for our use.”

      Ciara flushed at the admonishment, but she should not have needed it. He was right. How much did her village use the life around them? The shepa, not only for their wool, but also for their meat. And the dholla was eaten, but its hide was used for many things: sandals and clothing and even blankets for warmth on the cooler nights in Rens.

      “I’m sorry, Shade,” she said. “I will do better.”

      He nodded. “You must, or you will never learn how to control the elementals, ala’shin. Wind might be dangerous if called incorrectly, but there are others that can be deadly if you call and lose control.”

      “Like fire?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Fire can be dangerous, but there are others.” The tone in his voice told her that he wouldn’t explain it any more than that. “Try again, ala’shin, but this time you must carry the intent. You control the elementals, not the other way around.”

      Ciara held the intent within her mind. She would control the elementals. Doing this would help her and the village, would give her the ability to use power that even Fas and Eshan could not use, and would allow her to be the nya’shin that she wanted to be. More than that, doing this would help her be the person her father wanted of her, and might even convince him to let her have a j’na of her own.

      As she held the desire in mind, wanting to control the wind, to have it blow against her face, to pull at her cloak, she formed the pattern that Shade had demonstrated. There was nothing complex about the pattern, only in her ability to hold the intent.

      This time, she would command the wind.

      As she formed the pattern, she felt what she did. It was almost as if the pattern that she created solidified the intent, forcing the elemental to follow her direction.

      Wind burst around her, whipping at her hair, at her clothes, and sent her flying across the room so hard, she slammed into the stone on the other side.

      The wind died as she collided with the wall, and her breath was knocked from her.

      Shade crouched in front of her. “See, ala’shin? You only have to have the intent. You can control the elementals.”
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        In Hyaln, I suspect she would have been one of the Wise, but the Wise have scattered, essentially disbanded. A shame, as such a connection would be more valuable than ever now.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “Why are there so few people in Hyaln?” Jasn asked Katya as they sat in the small windowless room with walls of ancient texts arrayed all around, the solid oak table where Tobin continued to work with him now stacked with books demonstrating the different rune traps. A single lantern burned with a bright white light, giving off enough illumination for him to clearly see.

      It had been about a week since Katya had given him the glimmer of hope at rekindling the romance between them. The kiss had been nice, if strangely awkward. Once, he had known her lips well and kissed them often. But this time, he had been as hesitant as the first time he kissed a woman.

      He sensed that Katya shared his hesitance. They had shared another kiss since then, but it was equally awkward, almost as if they were newly courting. Jasn thought it was the strangeness of them coming back together that made it odd between them but began to wonder if maybe he had changed so much that Katya no longer was the right match for him.

      That thought troubled him. He once believed that they would be able to get through anything if they were together, but would he not be able to come through this with her?

      But then, she had been the one who had deceived him, not the other way around. She had faked her death and had made no attempt to come for him, to find him and reveal that she still lived, even if her commitment to Hyaln wouldn’t allow them to be together.

      “You know why there are so few in Hyaln,” Katya said.

      Tobin moved quietly along the shelves, moving books and replacing some that he had used. He had already demonstrated the rune traps that Jasn was to reproduce and left him time to practice.

      “I don’t think that I do know,” he said.

      “We are selective about who is allowed access. That limits the potential pool.”

      “Why be selective? It seems that doing so only limits those you might overlook. Besides, I’ve seen the size of the castle. This place has room for hundreds of people, not only the dozens that I’ve seen.” And many times, it seemed like much less than that. He rarely interacted with anyone other than the few instructors that he’d been assigned, though he saw others working with different instructors. There were times when he’d come to this library and seen that Tobin worked with a few others. And if not Tobin, then an older woman with hair cut close to her scalp and a long necklace hanging nearly to her stomach with a particular pattern marked on it. Even when he was out on the ledge with Rehnar, he occasionally saw others. And he’d discovered that he wasn’t the only person that Rehnar worked with. Only Katya seemed to have no other students.

      Katya glanced over at Tobin. “You know the other reason.”

      “The Khalan?”

      Was it his imagination, or did Tobin stiffen? Had he heard Katya mention the Khalan?

      “The summoners have always been the most numerous. Other than shapers, a talent that is little different here in Hyaln than it is in Ter, if only focused with experience, summoning is among the easiest to learn, if not the most difficult to master. The others… spirit, and the rune traps—they take a different set of talents.”

      Jasn stared at the page spread out before him, his pen hovering over the top. He began copying the runes, adding the small shaping that was required to make it work and feeling the surge of power that came with each one. They were more powerful when used other places, but the paper gave an impermanence that allowed practice—and prevented him from injuring himself when a rune trap failed.

      “What of the Wise?” he asked. “You’ve told me they left but never really explained it.”

      Katya frowned. “What do you know of the Wise?”

      “There was a woman I met in Tsanth. She spoke of Hyaln, and of the Wise.”

      “Olena never could keep quiet.”

      “It has something to do with draasin riders, doesn’t it?”

      Katya looked up at Tobin again and then nodded. “And it’s a point of contention with the summoners. They can control the elementals, but the Wise were able to ride the draasin—some claimed even the other elementals—without controlling them. They could call them, but it was different than what the summoners would do.”

      “When did they leave?”

      “There hasn’t been a Wise of Hyaln in decades,” Katya said.

      “That was how long she’d been gone?” When Katya nodded, he frowned thoughtfully. “Since the summoners grew stronger?”

      “I don’t think they’re related. The draasin dwindled, though none know quite why. And now they are hunted. More than that, I don’t know.”

      Jasn wondered if there was a connection there. The Khalan were offshoots of the summoners, and if what Katya told him was true, then they were also the more skilled of the summoners. He flicked his gaze toward Tobin and lowered his voice. “Could the Khalan have anything to do with the disappearance of the Wise?”

      Katya shook her head. “Is it the Khalan or summoning in general?” she asked. “Or is it something else? Take the draasin. The elementals have grown increasingly rare, especially since Ter began to hunt them. There are many who believe that they will go extinct.”

      “What does that do to fire?”

      “The elementals will not fail. If one disappears, another will take its place. It has been that way for as long as man has known the elementals,” she said.

      Jasn set his pen down on the table and frowned. “Ter hasn’t been all that successful in hunting the draasin,” he told her. “There are some who are skilled, but Alena deflects them as much as she can.”

      The one time that he thought that he’d seen a draasin hunter working, he’d been duped. That had been Alena convincing the draasin to pretend to be dead, to the point where it allowed Calan to claim one of the draasin’s talons.

      Katya tapped her fingers on the table. There was a rhythm to it, and he watched, wondering if she might be using something like a summoning, but there was no sign that it was anything more than fidgeting. “Then I don’t know why the draasin are less frequent.”

      “It’s Tenebeth,” Jasn said. “That’s what we’ve seen in Rens. Draasin that are tainted and ridden by other dark riders. We managed to save one and restore her, but she is not the same.”

      “The Varden doesn’t believe that Tenebeth can influence the elementals.”

      It was the first time she’d admitted the Varden knew of Tenebeth. Before, she’d chalked it up to rumors and nothing more.

      “I can assure you that he does.”

      “What you speak of is dangerous, Jasn. This is a dark and dangerous time, and there are few enough who understand what we face.”

      “We can’t be scared to speak of Tenebeth.” He thought it strange for Katya to be scared of anything. The woman he knew had not been afraid of anything, but this was a hesitance that he found disturbing, almost as if she hid from something.

      But then he remembered what he’d overheard when he first had come. Katya had been afraid then as well, fearful about who might overhear them. Jasn remembered her remarking on the Khalan, and on how they might hear.

      And he started to wonder. Was it possible that the Khalan had some influence still within Hyaln?

      Katya watched him, and then she nodded.

      Jasn blinked.

      Had she known what he was thinking?

      There came another nod.

      This was what it meant for her to be Enlightened, he suddenly realized. This was what she could do, the nature of the abilities that she possessed.

      Jasn had never understood what Cheneth meant when he claimed to be one of the Enlightened. Spirit, but what was spirit, really? An element that Jasn had never known existed, and one that none in Atenas had ever heard was able to be shaped. Cheneth had proven himself a capable shaper, but Jasn had never learned why, or what it meant that he called himself Enlightened.

      But if he could know another’s mind?

      Katya’s gaze flickered to Tobin standing behind him, and he thought that he understood. Tobin had willingly worked with him and had shown him the rune traps, sharing as much knowledge as he possessed, but Tobin had also made it clear that he didn’t necessarily think there was any merit to fearing the darkness.

      It was the intent of the shaper, not the intent of the element. Wasn’t that what he had said?

      But Jasn had seen the intent of the elemental as well. He had felt the cold pressure of the darkness, and the angry violence when it came to attack. That hadn’t been pushed on them by Thenas, or by any other attacker. That had come from the darkness itself.

      If there were those within Hyaln who didn’t believe that the darkness should be feared, he began to see the problem. They wouldn’t fear using it. Summoners would call to it. Shapers might attempt to work with it. Perhaps rune masters like Tobin would think to trap it. Not because they had any dark intent, but because they didn’t understand how the darkness was different than the other elements.

      Katya watched him, her eyes slowly narrowing. This was what she had wanted him to understand. For some reason, Katya thought that he could help, that there might be something that he could do.

      Cheneth must have as well. Why else would he have sent him here?

      Only, Jasn had no idea what it was he was meant to do. How could he—an outsider, and someone who had only been here a short while—convince Hyaln of the threat they faced?
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        The shadows push against me. How many others feel them?

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara stood on top of the tower, her fingers drumming through the pattern that Shade had taught her that day, letting the wind play around her, dancing off her hair, pulling on her cloak. The more that she understood what she did, the easier it became to hold the intent within her mind and force the pattern into place. Once there, making the elementals do as she asked became much easier.

      As Shade suggested, wind was safest. It might blow her against the wall—and it had done that twice more until she learned to decrease the focus of her intent—but it wouldn’t burn her clothing off her back as fire had done to the other man, one who Shade called Doln. The other girl Shade called Sinsa. There was a hint of something more in that title, but Ciara wasn’t quite sure what it was. Both had managed to summon, but not nearly as well as Ciara. She had been the best student so far.

      Under the flickering stars, Ciara stood alone. There weren’t many times that she was allowed to be alone in this place, though she was increasingly often allowed private time. She suspected there was something more dangerous here, something she had yet to understand, but she would trust Shade. His lessons had proven effective so far. In the weeks that she’d been here, she had managed to summon each of the elements, and now there was a promise of more, of learning elements that even the shapers of Ter didn’t understand. When Shade spoke of that, a nervous excitement fluttered through her chest, getting her heart racing. She would do anything to learn what was required to defeat Ter.

      A shadow circled overhead, and she looked up, practically expecting Shade atop his draasin, but there was no sign of the draasin. She saw no sign of the shadow either and decided she must have imagined it.

      Releasing the wind, she shifted her focus to earth. From here, she couldn’t see the ground, but she could use a summons of earth to change the tower, if only briefly. She had not managed to summon anything with more power or permanence yet, but Shade promised that was coming. All of the powerful summonings he did were through his j’na. Without a j’na of her own, she doubted she would be able to do the same, but she would wait. Now that she knew she could learn, she would wait.

      “You come here often.”

      Ciara saw Shade standing along the edge of the tower. She no longer questioned how he appeared, suspecting that it had something to do with his summoning. “As often as I can.”

      “Does the night draw you?”

      Ciara considered the darkness and the shadows that stretched out in front of her. “Not the darkness. The stars.”

      He frowned at her briefly. “There is no power in the stars.”

      She laughed softly. “Is there power in the night?”

      Shade tipped his head in a nod. “As I have said, there is power in both light and dark, ala’shin.”

      Had he told her that? Ciara didn’t remember, but then, she struggled to remember much before she came here. There were flashes of things that came to her, snippets of memories from her village, and some that most certainly had not come from her village, but she ignored them. All that she remembered was the reason that she’d come: her father had sent her to learn, to understand how to summon the elementals, and how to become ala’shin.

      That might be the biggest change for her. She no longer questioned she could be ala’shin, only when. With what she learned from Shade, she would be able to help her village and her people much more than she had ever hoped, maybe more than even her father. If she could call on the elementals, would they ever want for water again? Would they ever need to fear a Ter attack?

      “Of course,” Ciara said, forcing her attention back to Shade. He could be impatient if she ignored him for too long.

      “You have progressed rapidly, much as I expected,” Shade said. “Soon you’ll be ready for more powerful summons.”

      “I don’t have a j’na.”

      He smiled. “You will find a substitute. Not all who come to us are nya’shin.”

      Ciara looked out into the darkness, staring at the night. She had not left the tower since she first arrived and had never seen the landscape during the daylight, only at night. During the day, Shade had her busy, pushing her and the others through the training exercises, helping them to learn how to summon the elementals. By the time they were finished and had eaten, the sun had set, leaving only the darkness.

      But there were stars. One thing she had not forgotten was staring up at the stars, counting them as she watched them burn softly in the night like a thousand small candles. Could they be something else? Elementals even, much like Shade alluded that darkness had an elemental? Growing up in Rens, she knew the power of the sun and the way that it burned and understood that there was much power in the light. Perhaps even in the night, there were still lights that burned.

      “What’s the price of this training?” she asked.

      “Price?” Shade stood next to her, but she hadn’t seen him move. He smelled of sharp greens and wet earth, scents that she almost understood.

      She turned to him. “There must be a price for your willingness to teach. You aren’t in Rens any longer.”

      She said the last not certain whether it mattered to Shade or not, but it mattered to her. If Shade really came from Rens, and with the carved j’na he carried, she suspected he did, even if his clothing felt somewhat off, he no longer was. She didn’t know where she was and couldn’t remember where her father had brought her—or even how she’d gotten here—but she knew this was not Rens. The air had none of the heat and none of the clean scent of sand when she summoned. In some ways, it was more like the way that Shade smelled, a sharp scent like that of cut ilyan root mixed with wet earth.

      “There is a price for everything, so there would be a price for this knowledge as well, ala’shin. Only you can decide whether you are willing to pay it. It cannot be forced, not like the elementals.”

      “And what price is that?” She tapped her fingers on her cloak, drumming them in a small pattern Shade had taught her. To this, she added something of her own, an impulse that caused her to combine two different patterns. She fused her intent to it, but there was no response. Ciara released the summons with a tight smile, determined to attempt it again.

      Shade tapped his j’na. She rarely saw him in the tower without it. “The same price you paid coming here. You must be willing to learn.”

      “Have I not been willing?” She felt offended by the suggestion. She would do anything for her people and for her village. That was the reason that she was here. Wasn’t it?

      “You have been willing.” Shade’s fingers moved in a slight circle, a pattern that Ciara had not yet learned.

      What did he summon when they stood here together? What intent did he hold in his mind as they stood looking out at the darkness? Possibly he called to the wind. It tugged on her with a gentle caress, one she had not summoned. Or maybe he had called on the earth, bringing the heady, thick scents to her nostrils. It could be water; here in these lands, it was thick in the air, something she had never experienced before coming here. But not fire. She doubted he called to fire. The air carried too much of a chill for that.

      Clouds rolled over the sky as if a storm approached. Ciara watched as the stars began to blink out, obscured by the clouds. An uneasiness worked through her as they did, but why should she fear the night? Why should she fear the coming storm? The night brought a cool blanket over Rens, allowing the land to recover for the coming day, and the storms… the storms allowed her people to survive.

      “What do you see now?” Shade asked.

      She stared at the blanket of clouds hanging dark and thick overhead. Thunder rumbled distantly, a sound that carried a familiarity, but she wasn’t sure quite why. No lightning flashed, nothing like the great storms that her people knew to fear and revere.

      “I see the night,” she said.

      “You see it, but can you feel it?”

      Ciara smiled. “What is there to feel?”

      “You could not feel the daylight?”

      “With daylight, there’s the warmth of the sun on your skin, the heat rising up around you, the occasional hiss of the vipan as they slither past.”

      “How is night any different?” Shade asked. “There is not the same warmth, but there is a quiet about the night, a heaviness.”

      “A stillness,” Ciara said.

      He nodded. “Yes. And a stillness. All of that has a different sense than the light.”

      “And this matters?”

      “More than you know,” Shade said. “There are four known elements, but there are others that have power as well. Perhaps not quite as direct as earth or fire, but dark and light are in many ways more powerful. When you learn to summon this, you will truly be powerful.”

      Powerful. The comment struck to her heart, to the desire that she tried to hide, but clearly, she had failed. That was all that she wanted, to possess the ability to help her people, to have the strength to protect them. But she was nothing more than a water senser.

      Or had not been, prior to coming here. Now she could summon the elementals. Now she could help her people. And soon she would have to return to Rens.

      “How can you summon the light?” she asked. With the clouds overhead and the heaviness to the air, she longed for the warmth and the memory of Rens. How long had she been here? Long enough to learn some of the lessons that Shade intended of her, but not long enough to master everything. And it was possible that she would not be able to master everything that she wanted before he was no longer willing to teach, or before she had to return, knowing that her people needed her, and what she had learned.

      “The light is different,” Shade answered. His eyes narrowed as he answered. “There is power in the light, but you must use the others to reach it. Think of what you described. All are aspects of other elements, are they not?”

      She considered what he said. The sun would be fire. The heat rising around her could be from fire, or it could be wind and water. Hadn’t she summoned something similar? Even the vipan would be from earth, she suspected. “How is night any different?” she wondered.

      But as she did, as she looked around, she knew that there was something unique about the night. There was the stillness that she felt, a weight about the air that she could not explain by the other elements, even the uneasy sense she had from the dark. Not fear, only an understanding that it was vaster than anything she could imagine. Where the light seemed like life and vibrancy, the night was a shroud—not death, but a sense of nothingness.

      “I can see from your expression that you understand,” Shade said.

      “And you can reach this?” she asked.

      “Not all can, but those who can, who are willing to take the risk, can be more powerful than you can imagine.”

      Again, it seemed as if he knew what she held in her heart, the desire to help her people. To do so, to be able to fully keep them safe, she would need to know as much as possible so that the next time Ter came to attack, she would be able to call on the elementals and demand that they fight on her behalf.

      “When will you teach this?” she asked.

      Shade smiled, the shadows of the night making it difficult to see him clearly. “Soon, ala’shin. You will be ready soon.”
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        The attack will come soon, which means I must play my hand sooner than I intend. I do not think that I am fully prepared.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena carried the cool metal rod in her pocket, running a finger along the shapes etched into the side. In some ways, the shapes reminded her of what she had seen on Ciara’s spear, but these were smaller and carried with them a sense of movement. As she looked at them, she thought that she should be able to follow that movement, should be able to trace it, but then she lost it.

      Oliver had reluctantly agreed to lend her the spirit stick. Only when she had given him the ring and proven that it worked against spirit shaping had he let her have it. But then as soon as he had the ring, he began to study it. He had seemed determined to understand how it worked and whether he would be able to recreate it.

      She had returned to the toss yard, wanting to test Jef first. She didn’t think he’d been turned by Hester or Margo, but then, she didn’t know either. With him working with the students, he had a position that placed too many others in danger if he might be turned, so she decided that she needed to test him first.

      Interestingly, Oliver had demonstrated not only the spirit stick but a strong shaping that he used to cut off a shaper from their ability. Alena hadn’t managed to succeed when trying it with water, but when she’d shifted to fire, she’d been able to hone nearly as sharp an edge as Oliver managed with water, and through this, she had kept him from shaping.

      Where had Oliver picked up tricks like that?

      Could he have come from Hyaln, infiltrating Atenas the same way that Issa had?

      No. She didn’t think that was the case, though she wasn’t entirely certain, but Oliver had been within Atenas for much longer than she had, long enough that stories of him were widespread. Were she to question, she would have only to ask others.

      Maybe he was right that the guild was more capable than she realized.

      She crouched in the corner of the yard, holding onto a shaping that concealed her, shaping it in such a way to mask her ability as well. Few within Atenas would even know this shaping, and if they did, she doubted they would be able to detect her before she attempted it.

      Jef led the students out into the yard. He was an affable man and the students responded well to him, so she understood why he’d been chosen to try and pull the abilities from them. But what he did also posed a threat to them, one they were too young to even understand.

      She held the spirit stick in her hand, clutching it tightly. It didn’t appear to matter whether she aimed it at the person—it seemed to be more about the intent behind the way she shaped—but she found it easier to aim the spirit stick at the target. Oliver had claimed the same.

      Wrapping each of the elements together, the shaping was in some ways much like what was required to travel, only this was directed into the rod, where it activated the markings along the edge. She didn’t know if it was something about the metal or about the markings, or maybe neither mattered. It was possible it had more to do with her tying the shaping together, binding it in such a way that she could reach spirit.

      Once the shaping took hold, Alena could feel how it worked, and could feel the way that it coursed from her.

      She aimed the spirit stick at Jef and released.

      The shaping eased away. Alena had discovered while practicing with Oliver that if she wasn’t careful, she could overwhelm the target. Doing so might not only alert them she was there but might do damage. She had no idea what would happen if she pulled on too much spirit and what would happen if she unleashed it on someone without any warning. Until she had a chance to question Cheneth more, she would not risk it.

      Jef stiffened slightly when the shaping struck.

      As it did, the superficial thoughts racing through his mind drifted to the forefront of hers.

      She detected the way he looked at the children. He had real enjoyment for this work. Alena almost smiled along with him as he looked at each of the children, naming them in his head, almost as if taking a count. As he did, she felt the way he shaped. There was a soft pull from deep within him, something she never recognized when she shaped, but now that she felt it through him, she realized she must do the same. His was an earth shaping, a soft and subtle one that prodded at the students as if trying to understand them.

      Alena pulled with a little more force through the spirit stick, drawing more from each of the elements. Doing this was the only way she would be able to search more deeply into his mind.

      There, she saw how he felt at home in Atenas, the comfort of his bed, the taste of the food, but there was a loneliness in him. It was a quiet sense, one she wasn’t sure whether she really saw at first, or whether there was something else in him. She held onto the sense of loneliness, delving deeper into it, and saw how he missed his home, and how there was a part of him that thought he might have betrayed his people by coming to Atenas to learn, but how could he not have, especially as there seemed so much for him to discover, that ability to shape, and to use that to help his people?

      She retreated from his mind a little.

      This was a man who came from lands traditionally held by Rens, but now he was in Ter, wanting to learn what he could so that he could still help Rens. Not by attacking Atenas, but by using what he could learn here so he could both understand Atenas and could guide Rens.

      She looked at Jef in a new light.

      And then she delved deeper into his mind.

      There she found his childhood. Memories from before he came to Atenas, before he learned even that he could shape, memories from his home.

      This wasn’t a man who wanted to harm Atenas.

      She released the shaping. When she did, the spirit stick went cold.

      Alena wrapped her shaping around her, suddenly fearful. For it to go cold meant there was a spirit shaper out there, one who attempted to reach her. The cold in the spirit stick was brief, barely long enough for her to notice, but she did notice.

      She remained motionless, ready for another attempt, but it didn’t come.

      Alena decided that it was time to reveal herself and return to the students.

      She stepped forward, shedding the shielding as she did. When she reached Jef, he grinned at her, shaking his head a moment.

      “Didn’t expect you to come back. Most don’t.”

      “I told you I was assigned to work with you.”

      “That don’ mean that you’ll come back. Just means the council thinks you should.”

      She shrugged and touched the spirit stick in her pocket, running her thumb over the shapes along the surface. “What are you working on today?”

      “Same as yesterday,” he said.

      One of the students giggled, and Alena realized it was the same girl as the day before who had giggled at him. She had sandy-colored hair and a nose that turned up, and when she stared at Jef, she did so through deep brown eyes. The girl couldn’t be any older than eleven, but then, hadn’t Alena had her first crush about the same age? She hadn’t fallen for any of her instructors—that had come later—but she had felt those early stirrings. Given the way Jef looked at them the way her spirit shaping had shown how he looked at them, she suspected that they saw his affable personality as more appealing than most of the instructors in Atenas.

      “How can I help?”

      “You mean it?”

      She nodded, and when Jef smiled, she realized she really did mean it when she offered to work with him.

    

  




    
      
        
          33

        

        

    
    






          Ciara

        

      

    
    
      
        
        They have discovered the making of rune traps and locking spirit. I did not think that would be learned by any within Atenas, and certainly not with the aid of someone as weak a shaper as Oliver. It does not surprise me, though, that Alena is involved.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The inside of the tower had become monotonous to Ciara, and she’d lost track of how long she’d been here. Had her father known that she would be gone for so long? She continued to learn, now able to delicately control the elementals, mastering each technique that Shade taught her. She had progressed beyond Doln and Sinsa and now worked with Shade individually, but she had the sense that she would reach the end of his knowledge.

      But not quite. He still had not taught her about summoning the night. Had it been a week ago that he first promised that she would learn?

      She began to grow agitated staying here. Not the tower itself, or even because of Shade, but an unsettled sense that she needed to return, that there was something that she’d left undone. Maybe that sense was tied to the blasted dreams that kept coming. She had another one last night, one that awoke her with a cold sweat, a strange voice in her mind telling her that she needed to return and always that lizard, sitting and staring at her, watching her with eyes that seemed more intelligent than any lizard should be.

      Ciara tried putting it out of her mind, but she struggled. It was dreams like that that made her feel she needed to return. Had Ter attacked her village? Was that why she had them? Now that she’d learned to summon the elementals, it seemed possible that she would be able to know what took place even as far away as Rens.

      She rounded a corner and reached a stair. Up would take her to her lesson, where Shade waited for her. But down… Ciara still didn’t know where down would take her. She hadn’t been down too many flights in the tower, and never to the main floor.

      Shade would be angry for her making him wait, but if she went now, she would be in lessons with him for hours. And there was another reason that she wanted to go down. Ciara longed to see the sun, to feel it against her cheek, to welcome the warmth of it against her skin. It had been far too many days since she last felt that heat, and too long since she had breathed air other than the inside of the tower—or at night.

      Hurrying down the stairs, she decided that Shade would have to wait. He might be angry, but she doubted that he would be too angry with her, especially since she was the only one of the students he currently taught who had mastered the summoning. Not that the others were incapable of reaching the elementals, but she had proven much more skilled, the first time in her life that she had ever managed to be more skilled at anything.

      The bottom of the stair led to a wide hall. A double door filled one side, and the other was a row of lanterns, but nothing else. Was this all that there was on this level? Could she have come down here only to find that there was nothing else?

      She touched the door and found it warm. There was no handle, nothing that would let her open the door, almost as if it had been closed from the outside, intended to trap those inside. She smiled at the thought. There would have to be a way to open it.

      Feeling her way along the door, she found nothing. The doors were smooth, almost perfectly so. Only the seam that ran down the middle told her that they would open.

      Were she a shaper, she would blast the door open.

      Could she use a summons?

      If she didn’t anger Shade by not appearing for her lessons, this would surely do it.

      But the desire to see the sun, to get out beneath the heat of the day, overwhelmed her concern over angering her instructor. And really, she doubted that he would be angry over the fact that she tried to open the door. She wasn’t a prisoner here.

      How to work a summons that would open the door? Wind might push it open, and using earth might unsettle it enough that she could jar it free, but neither seemed the right answer. Fire might burn, but that meant calling the correct elemental with the right amount of strength. Sometimes fire could be fickle. And water… how could she use water to open the door?

      She wasn’t sure that she could.

      Could there be a combination of summons that she could work? Would that help her?

      Earth and wind? Maybe… but water seemed like it could help as well.

      Ciara started with the steps that Shade had taught, beginning with the intent. She wanted to open the door. With this fixed in her mind, she began by summoning earth, a gentle drumming on her leg. If she could disrupt the angle of the door enough, then she might be able to use the wind to pull it open. Earth rumbled steadily beneath her, but slowly, and with an aching groan. Ciara held tightly to her intent, demanding that earth answer, but the summons she used wouldn’t be enough.

      She took a step, adding a thump of her boot on the stone to the summons. This drew on earth. She felt the way it responded, and the groan eased into a steady rumble. Another step and another thump, and Ciara demanded that the earth respond, demanded that the door move, if only a little.

      When it did so, there came a creaking sound.

      Ciara almost lost control of her summons, but held on, fearful that she would lose control of the elemental. Shade had made it clear that was a risk with the summons. If you lost control of the elemental, there was the potential that they could attack. That was what had happened the first time that she had summoned wind—and the second, for that matter. Wind slapped against her, driving her into the wall. With as much earth as she called now, she didn’t want to think about what would happen were it to rebound on her.

      Another creak and the seam of the door began to separate, pulling slightly apart.

      Ciara could almost put her fingers into the seam, and if she could do that, then she needed to add wind. Could she summon the wind at the same time as she summoned earth? She had never tried doing it simultaneously, but nothing Shade had told her made it seem like she shouldn’t be able to.

      Wind required a different intent and a different call. Ciara held onto the idea that she wanted to open the door and continued to stomp her way across the floor, using the steady rhythm to demand earth respond, and added to that the quick fluttering of her fingers that was required for the wind. She wiggled them in a rhythmic pattern until she began to feel the pull of wind.

      Earth and wind, together.

      She didn’t have time to get excited about the fact that it had worked. She used wind and pulled through the lower hall, dragging on the door, attempting to pull it open. There was resistance, and she pulled on this, demanding that the wind respond.

      A gale of wind whipped through, answering her call. The earth continued to groan as it pulled the doors apart.

      With a loud crack, the doors flung open.

      Ciara released her summons and stood staring at the opening she had made.

      There was no sun.

      She stepped outside, looking at the sky. Nothing but darkness stretched overhead in a sky full of clouds that obscured the stars. She stood transfixed. It was the middle of the day, wasn’t it? Or had she spent so much time on earlier lessons that she’d lost track of time so badly?

      Only, she didn’t think she had.

      Ciara stood for a moment before taking a step beyond the door. If she missed the sun, at least she could step outside the tower, get beyond the walls for a short time, even if it was still night. Brown grass crunched beneath her boots, springing up between a cobbled path that led up to the tower door. She expected to see a city spread around the base of the tower, but there was nothing. Only a vast expanse of the same dried grass.

      She made a slow circle around the outside of the tower. A mountain peak rose up like a shadow in the distance, but she couldn’t see anything beyond that. There was only the tower, a massive structure that rose up alone, stretching high into the sky, with nothing else around it.

      Where was she?

      This wasn’t Rens, and she had no recollection of coming here.

      The more she walked, drumming her fingers along her side as she did, the more she began to worry. And she knew she should worry. It seemed she remembered less and less the longer that she was here, only able to retain what she’d learned here. She had flashes at times, some of those flashes more vibrant than others, what she almost believed were memories, but what kind of memory had her riding on one of the draasin? What kind had her speaking to a lizard? And what kind had her afraid of the night?

      Ciara turned back to the door of the tower, and with a summons to wind, she pulled it closed behind her. It was past time for her to reach Shade and the lessons he promised.
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        She attacks. I wonder if my father ever had one of his stones begin rolling on its own?

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Damn that girl. Not a woman; she had clearly not been a fully grown woman before she left her village, but what had she been? He still didn’t know, just as he still didn’t know how she managed to befuddle his attempts to get through to her.

      He was almost there. The connection had been formed, and he could see the desire to understand more burning in her eyes, but everything had been tied to her desire to help her village. Shade had to get her past that, to coax her into understanding that there was more that she could do, more that she could be, if only she were willing.

      And then to have managed to escape the tower…

      No others had ever managed to find a way free of the tower. That she had told him all he needed about her and her potential, as if he had any doubts before. From the first moment he’d seen her, he had no doubts. Even less now that he’d seen what she had so easily managed to do.

      He stormed down the hall, stopping briefly to touch the wall, running his fingers along the wood in a soft caress that would summon both fire and wind. He held onto the summons, drawing the connection through him, and carried the energy as he walked, letting it surge with him, overflowing around him.

      When he reached the door, he pushed it open on a gust of wind. The boy on the other side was barely older than Shade had been when he first came to the tower, barely older than Sevn, but he had failed over and again. If he would not show his potential, then Shade would see that he managed to draw out the potential. Shade’s failings with the ala’shin would not carry over to the boy.

      “Shade,” the boy said, looking up. He leaned against the wall as if the contact would help him learn to summon more effectively. His short hair revealed a red blemish on his scalp, at his hairline, something that Shade suspected was a burn from long ago. “I was going to come to you—”

      “Don’t bother,” Shade snapped.

      He released the summons he held, unleashing it so that it exploded around this boy. Fire singed the lower portion of his robe and the wind caught it, lifting the flames in such a way that they burned more brightly. He held onto this connection, calling to the elementals, holding on to both wind and fire—the draasin most tightly of all.

      “Have I displeased you?”

      Shade let the summons to the elementals overwhelm the boy. The others called him Doln, a name that Shade himself had given the boy, much like the name Sinsa given to the other girl. Doln had little of the same potential that he saw from the ala’shin, but he could be useful, especially as he brought her around to what he needed from her.

      “You have failed me,” Shade said. “So in that, I would say that you have displeased me. What have I asked of you?”

      “Y-You asked that I befriend her. That she would be lonely. And I have done that.”

      The idiot. He’d done what Shade asked of him, but then he’d befriended the wrong girl. Partly that was Shade’s fault. He had not made himself clear, and then he had taken the ala’shin away from the classes with the others, wanting to work with her on his own. How else would he meet the timeline that they set on him? But he had thought that Doln would be able to reach her. There was enough of Rens in him that he made a passable version. And all the time Shade had put into coaxing Doln into believing that he had come from Rens rather than some damned cold place far across the sea… A waste. That was all that it was. And now, Doln would suffer for it.

      “You have done what I asked,” Shade said. “And you have wasted your attentions on Sinsa.”

      “But she is what you claimed, Shade. She is lonely, needing the attention.”

      Shade released the summons. Doln wasn’t bright enough to waste on his anger. And there might be another way that he could use him, but it would require something that he had never attempted before. Could he wipe his mind again? If he could, Doln could be salvaged, perhaps even made better in some ways, and then he could introduce him to the ala’shin when she was more susceptible to him.

      He smiled. “You’re right, Doln. You have done all that I asked. And now I must ask something else of you.”

      Doln didn’t look down at his robes, almost as if he had no idea that Shade had nearly immolated him in his anger. “Anything. You know that I came here to learn.”

      Shade suppressed his smile. Doln had come here because he had been discovered on the edge of an icy island, his ability to summon weak, but enough that it caught their attention. With any such ability, Shade might be able to use them, and this boy had some ability.

      “Learn. That is what I will ask of you.”

      “Is it a new summons?” He didn’t mask the raw hunger in his voice. A shame Shade had to use him in this way. He really could have been useful in many others, especially with the desire that he possessed to improve. Not all had such a drive.

      “Not a new summons,” Shade said. He shifted to a different summons, drawing on the darkness. With these three in the temple, he had to constantly hold onto the connection to the dark. That was the way to wipe the mind, and with the ala’shin at least, he had to work harder at it than he usually did. “Not for me.”

      Shadows swirled from the floor and began to settle into Doln. The boy convulsed, the first step in the wipe, and then fell to the ground. Shade didn’t bother to catch him. It wouldn’t matter. It would be weeks before Doln was able to come back out so any bruising that he sustained would be healed.

      Shade held onto the summons, working it through him. Unlike summoning with the other elementals where he held both the intent and the command in mind when he used it, when summoning the night, he had to add a certain willingness to welcome the night. The first time that he’d succeeded, he’d felt the cold creep into him and had nearly lost the summons. Many had died that way. But he regained his composure and welcomed the cold, welcomed the touch. Whatever it took for him to control the power of the night.
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        I have always believed that a strong shaper could equal that of any summoner, even exceed it, as there are few summoners with the ability to use more than one element at once. From what I have heard, that may not be true.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The shadows outside the tower were no different today than they were the last time she’d hidden in the streets of Atenas. Alena crouched in the alley between a pair of taverns, the music drifting out of both of them slowly pounding in her brain. But she would watch the tower, determined to see if something happened at night that was different than in the day.

      Bayan stood in the shadows next to her, head covered by a cloak. In the time that they had returned to Atenas, Bayan had spent much of it with Yanda, intrigued by the woman’s water healing, and—Alena suspected—her humor. Too much in the barracks had been bleak. With Yanda, there was a sense of humor about everything.

      “What do you think you’re going to see?” she asked Alena.

      “I told you, watch the shadows.”

      “And you need the spirit stick?”

      Alena had held onto the spirit stick, telling Oliver she needed it for another night. Truthfully, she wasn’t sure she did, or that it would make any difference, but she figured she had to try it. Her ability to shape the darkness and the shadows that snaked along the side of the tower had failed, and that was with pulling on as much of the element power as she could. Would it make a difference if she used spirit?

      “Cheneth intended us to try this,” Alena said.

      Bayan laughed softly. “Cheneth sent us here to find out what happened with the council, and you’ve said you discovered that.”

      “I discovered we don’t know as much as we think about the council. And we don’t know as much as we need to know about the Commander.” They would have to learn if they were to understand what it was that they were facing, but right now she wanted to determine if there was anything more with the shadows that she could discover.

      So they hid in the shadows, watching the tower. Bayan remained mostly silent, still deferring to Alena even though they were no longer in the barracks. Since recovering from the attack, since Ciara had healed her, Bayan had been somewhat different. Quieter in many ways, but in others, she watched the world with a different eye.

      “What do you remember from when you were…” She didn’t know how to phrase it in such a way that wouldn’t come off wrong. Anyway that she tried to put words to it, she knew that she would sound condescending.

      “From when I was forced to serve him?”

      Alena took a deep breath, eyeing the street in front of them. Had one of the shadows shifted? She couldn’t be certain, but it didn’t seem as if it had. There was more of a chill in the air than there had been earlier, but that wasn’t unexpected in Atenas at this time of night. Wind blew in from the north, a cold and crisp sort of wind, but one that didn’t have any of the bite that the mountain wind did in the barracks. This had something of an earthy scent to it, one mixed with pine, something that she thought seemed almost familiar.

      “Yes. When you were forced to serve,” Alena asked. She glanced back at Bayan and caught her eyes. The other woman wore a faraway look. One hand ran along the hilt of her sword, touching the leather wrap there. “When they found you… you were shrouded in darkness. Do you remember any of it?”

      Bayan closed her eyes. “I remember… I remember the way that it felt. Like a cold embrace. The first time it touched me, I knew it would burn me, a cold burn, like holding onto ice with a bare hand for far too long. The second time it touched me, that sense faded, and a part of me welcomed it. By the third time, I longed for the touch.”

      It was the most that Bayan had spoken since her rescue. In some ways, Bayan was much like Sashi when the draasin had been rescued, silent and hesitant. With Bayan, the silence was a quiet agony, one Alena knew she suffered with.

      “Do you long for it still?” Alena found herself asking.

      Bayan took a deep breath and shivered. “Sometimes in my dreams, I remember the way that it felt. More than that, I remember the way I felt when I held onto the darkness. There’s power there, Alena, more than I can reach shaping. I don’t think there’s anything we’ll be able to do to defeat the darkness, not when it comes and claims others.”

      Alena shivered at the words. “Ciara pushed away the darkness. She saved you.”

      Bayan closed her eyes. For a moment, she said nothing, only breathed, each breath coming slowly. “Did she? I… I’m not the same person, Alena. How can I be?”

      “You can still fight.”

      Bayan looked at Alena with eyes that seemed to search for answers. “What happens when I can’t fight anymore? What then, Alena? It’s easy to do in the daylight. I feel the warmth on my face, and I feel the kiss of the sun… but at night, in the darkness, with a wind like this blowing through… I can almost feel a call, like a caress. I fear one night I’ll answer and he’ll return. I don’t know that I’ll be able to resist him then.”

      She fell silent and stared straight ahead, leaving Alena to worry about the fact that she’d brought Bayan here at night, to a place where she would be in more danger. As Bayan remained silent, Alena stood against the building, thinking about what had happened to her. She had been abducted by a servant of Tenebeth, taken and forced to serve and made to ride one of the draasin, forced in some ways.

      But Alena hadn’t asked Bayan about it before tonight, about what it had been like for her to suffer beneath what Tenebeth wanted. They had all understood that Bayan had been healed, and with the quiet way that Bayan carried herself, most believed that was the case. But what if it was not? She might not have wanted to have been abducted by Tenebeth, but there was a seduction to what had happened to her, a treatment that Alena didn’t fully understand. And if a part of Bayan still wished that she were back with Tenebeth, there might be nothing that any of their healing would be able to do.

      “What was it like when Ciara healed you?” Alena asked.

      Bayan started to smile but then caught herself and shook away the thought. “There was a warmth. It started slowly. I remember that clearly. But it built. That warmth pushed away some of the connection to the darkness, enough I actually felt a desire to return. I felt the welcome, and something like a memory, as if I should know what it once had been like in a time before I had served him.”

      “You don’t remember that time?”

      “That’s the thing,” Bayan started. “I remember it, but what I remember doesn’t fit with what I think I should remember. There’s the memory of when I came to the barracks the first time when I began to learn what the barracks could teach, but then there’s more, only I can’t completely recall what that might have been.” She stared at the wall. “It’s like the tower. I remember when I came to Atenas, the first lessons that I learned here and the way I was supposed to continue my studies, but the details… they’re fuzzy, as if intentionally faded. I think if I struggle to remember, if I strain for those details, I could remember them, but most of the time, I don’t even bother. What’s the point when anything I do will lead to nothing more than darkness?”

      Alena wished that she had something she could say, that there was any way to console Bayan about what she’d experienced, but she didn’t think there really was. Nothing Alena had ever experienced gave her enough understanding of what her former student had gone through.

      She didn’t have to answer. The darkness near the tower began to shift, sliding again as it had the first time that she saw it moving, only this time, there was no question what it was that she saw.

      Alena started forward, immediately shrouding herself in a shaping and hating that there wasn’t more time to help console Bayan, but what would she say? What could she say that would make what the other woman went through any easier?

      As she stared at the strands of darkness, the fingers of shadows crawling along the side of the tower, she realized the air was suddenly much colder.

      She glanced back at Bayan. “Are you…”

      Bayan’s eyes widened as she stared across the street. “I feel it.”

      “What is it that you feel?”

      “The cold. Like a hand settling across my heart.”

      Could Alena use that sense? Bayan didn’t deserve to be used, but then, they needed every advantage that they could find. “Can you tell where it’s coming from?”

      “North.”

      “Will you guide me?”

      Bayan closed her eyes and Alena thought she might refuse, but she started into the street. She wasn’t careful about concealing herself, so Alena extended her shaping to include her student. As she followed, she held the spirit stick in her hand, readying for it to flare with more coldness but also ready to send her shaping through it. She wasn’t completely certain it would work, but the other shaping that she’d attempted hadn’t worked either, so she had to try something. Otherwise, they would have no way to counter the shadows and the darkness, nothing other than Ciara, and she was gone.

      They passed dozens of shops, most with darkened storefronts. A few people made their way along the streets, but none paused or seemed to recognize that they were there. Bayan began to slow as they left the main street, turning into an alley with the tower still looming overhead, its massive form impossible to overlook.

      “Bayan!” she hissed, sending the word on a shaping of wind, only enough to reach the other woman.

      She didn’t stop, but went forward, as if compelled.

      Alena cursed under her breath. This was dangerous having Bayan here, and more dangerous relying on her to help find the source of this shaping. There wasn’t any other way, but that didn’t make it any better.

      Bayan didn’t turn around and made no sign that she even heard Alena.

      A shaping built from her, one that had a strange and beautiful complexity, but one Alena had never seen before. It certainly wasn’t anything they’d ever practiced before. As Bayan shaped, Alena felt the shifting of the cold. Now it came from Bayan.

      The blasted woman was calling to the dark!

      Would the spirit shaping make a difference?

      Alena raised the spirit stick and aimed it at Bayan. When she directed the shaping through the spirit stick, she felt it as it settled over Bayan, layering onto her mind. There was a moment of resistance, and in that moment, she felt a painful darkness on her, but Alena continued to push.

      Bayan stiffened, and then the darkness cleared.

      Damn this place and whoever thought to attack!

      She grabbed Bayan by the hand and wrapped herself in a shaping. With a quiet explosion of lightning and thunder, she carried them away.

      Alena hung in the air for a moment. Fingers of the darkness trailed toward her, streaming as if trying to climb the sky and reach her. She pressed through the spirit stick, pushing against them, uncertain whether it would even work.

      The rod glowed softly in her hand. It hadn’t done that before, but then, Alena hadn’t forced nearly as much shaped element energy into it before. Fear had a way of pushing her and convinced her to take risks that she wouldn’t have otherwise.

      She forced a shaping through the spirit stick, and it began to grow warmer, the soft glowing from it strengthening.

      As the shadows stretched near enough that she could feel the cold radiating from them, she unleashed the shaping.

      It slipped from the spirit stick, colliding with the shadows.

      Alena held her breath. If this worked, they might have a way to face these shadows without relying on Ciara. If it didn’t, then she would need to shape herself and Bayan away from here as quickly as she could or run the risk of it attacking her.

      Where the shadows met the warm light coming from the spirit stick, they melted away.

      Alena laughed aloud. “Blast you!” she whispered and shifted direction, plunging toward the darkness. As she did, she held onto her shaping, pulling more and more through the spirit stick.

      The light pressed against the shadows, melting it away wherever it touched.

      Alena considered taking the fight toward the tower. Then she noticed that the shadows began to crawl around her, attempting to close in on all sides. Bayan struggled against her, her hand growing cold.

      She glanced over. The woman’s eyes had gone distant again. The strange shaping had begun again, the soft call to the darkness and the night.

      If Alena stayed here, not only would Bayan let herself be twisted again, she might be the reason that they got caught.

      As the darkness began to collapse around them, Alena streaked upward, moving free of the inky shadows that rolled around them like some sort of malevolent fog, stopping only when she was nearly as high as the top of the tower. Bayan stopped her shaping and had fallen still again.

      Looking down, the fog looked nothing like what it had when she’d been down in it. But she remembered the way that it had pulled on her. The spirit stick worked against the fog, but either it wasn’t strong enough or she wasn’t strong enough.

      And if she wasn’t, who would be?
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        I have observed Hyaln and am impressed with how quickly Jasn grows. As I have said, he might be more skilled than I ever gave him credit.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “You’ve suddenly become more hesitant,” Shade told her.

      Ciara held her hands at her sides. Her fingers were numb again today, and she couldn’t work wind the way that she knew that she should. Ever since returning back inside the tower and sharing with Shade that she’d gone beyond the walls, daring to ask where they were, her fingers had felt numb, as if she couldn’t use them quite as well as she should. Her legs felt heavy as well, like weights were attached to them. When she asked Shade about that, he suggested that she was only tired, that training had that effect over time.

      “I’m…” She almost said that she wasn’t hesitant, but that wasn’t exactly true. Since coming back inside the tower, the truth was that she had felt some hesitation about what she was asked to do. Not because she didn’t want to reach the elementals, but because she wasn’t sure how much longer she would be here. With each passing day, it seemed like it was time to return and still Shade had not demonstrated the way to summon the night.

      “It’s my fingers,” she said, rubbing them together. “I think you were right that I’m getting tired. They feel…” She didn’t know exactly how her fingers felt, only that it didn’t feel quite right. She couldn’t form the complicated shapes she needed for the subtler summoning that Shade had been teaching, only the blunter forms. There was less power in them, and less control.

      “You should rest then,” he suggested. “We’ve been pushing hard. I thought you could handle it, but perhaps it has been more than what you’re ready for.”

      She shook her wrists, driving the blood flow back into them. With the faint water sensing she possessed, she was able to detect the blood going into her arms and tried to wake her fingers. If it was only fatigue, then she should be able to wake them up and get past that.

      “I am able to handle it, Shade,” she snapped. “Is that not what I’ve been doing this entire time?”

      “Is it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Only that you went exploring when we were to be working, and you damaged the doors to the tower in the process.”

      So he knew what she’d done. Was he angry? She couldn’t tell from his tone, but recognized a hint of disappointment. Since coming to the tower, she hated the idea that she would disappoint him, not wanting to do anything that would prevent his willingness to teach. More than anything, she wanted to continue to learn from him. Each day, he managed to teach her something new.

      “I’m sorry, Shade.”

      “If you are ready to return to your village, ala’shin, I will see that it happens.” He watched her, as if gauging the effect of his words.

      Ciara considered the offer. Or was it a threat? Either way, she wanted to return. That was the point of all of this, wasn’t it? For her to learn enough to be useful to her people, and then she could take those learnings and return.

      But there was still more Shade could teach. She sensed that he held back, that he withheld something from her that she could master, if only he were willing to demonstrate it. When she learned that—when she learned to master control over the night—then she would be ready to return. Until then… she would stay. Her father would understand.

      Watching Shade, she knew she would have to do better if she were to stay. She couldn’t go wandering throughout the tower, risking her lessons to catch a glimpse of the sun. There would be time enough for that once she learned what she had come here to learn.

      “I’m not ready,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for you to teach me about the night, but you continue to withhold.”

      “What you ask is dangerous, ala’shin.”

      In all the time that she’d been here, he continued to call her ala’shin, and she continued to call him Shade. One of these days, she expected him to ask her real name, but now she wasn’t sure whether she would even give it to him. The more that he called her by the title, the more she began to identify with it. Were she in the village, she would have no claim to it. It was one that her father had earned. But here, in this place, what harm was there in considering herself ala’shin?

      “You don’t think I’m ready?”

      She squeezed her hands, forcing feeling back into them. For the first time in several days, she had something close to normal sensation in her fingers. If only she could get her legs to work right, then she would feel like she could continue to learn the summons that Shade intended.

      “I think you have potential, but you have been distracted lately. You have such promise, but you have to focus on what you learn here and forget the fears and other things that you allow to distract you.”

      Ciara realized he was right. She had been allowing distractions to get the best of her. Were it not for those distractions, she wouldn’t have attempted to go outside the tower, to use a summons to break open the door, damaging it so that others would have to repair it.

      “I’m ready to focus,” she said.

      He watched her for a moment, staring at her with the piercing way that he did, his gaze heavy as it hung on her. Ciara refused to turn her gaze down, regardless of how much she might want to.

      A tight smile spread across his lips. “Perhaps you are. Go and eat. Have a glass of wine. And rest tonight. Tomorrow you will begin to summon the night.”
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        He shows strength in summoning, more so than what I possess. My strength is earth and wind, and do not have the same connection to fire or water. I can shape them strongly, but not as I do the others. Earth is my greatest asset, lending physical strength. That mattered when I deposed Nolan

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara stood with Shade on top of the tower once more, this time with the promise of reaching the night. Black clouds hung heavy in the sky, carrying with them the threat of rain. The air had none of the dampness that she associated with a coming storm, nothing more than a weighted stillness to the air, a quality that she hoped to learn to capture and command. That was what Shade promised her.

      She needed something to distract her from the dreams that had been plaguing her. The last few days, they had been worse, flashes of impossible visions coming to her, none of them real—there was no way that they could be real. Ciara had to force them from her mind, to ignore them, especially the one vision that threatened to intrude most frequently.

      As she took a few deep breaths, she expected thunder to fill the night, but there was none. There was no light, nothing but a faint shimmery greenish sheen that somehow gave light to the sky.

      “This is a good night to begin. There are no distractions for you, nothing that will prevent you from reaching what you need.” He hesitated, studying her for a moment before nodding. “What do you sense?”

      “I sense the same as I told you before. There’s a stillness to the night. Is that what you want me to sense?”

      He tapped his j’na, but the sound was muted. The end flashed briefly. Before it faded, it carried with it the reflection of the strange green she saw in the sky. Something about the color triggered a memory, but then that faded, too.

      “It is not about what I want you to sense, ala’shin; this is about what you can sense. You must let the night fill you. More than any of the elements, harnessing the night is about control. For you to have control, you must understand the way night feels.”

      She waited for him to say more—there were times when Shade would explain in much detail what he expected of her, but this was not one of them. Closing her eyes, she let her mind drift, listening for the sounds of the night, for anything that would be a sign of what she could sense, but there was nothing here.

      The air was still around her, and heavy in a way that reminded her of her legs when they’d been tired. She took a few breaths, and even the sounds of her breathing were muted. Nothing moved in the night, a stark difference to the nights in Rens. There, the nights could be dangerous, a place where she dared not wander.

      Only… she had wandered in the night. She must have, to have such vivid memories of it. She remembered darkness much like this, but drier and hotter, with thirst plaguing her and Fas… Fas… Had he been sick?

      Ciara pushed the thoughts away. Shade wanted her to focus on the present, not on the past. There was nothing in the past for her, nothing but memories and dreams that were not memories, that could not be, or else she really had met a lizard that watched her with intelligent eyes—not only watched, but spoke to her.

      “What do you detect, ala’shin?”

      Ala’shin. Ciara had wanted to be nya’shin, to have her j’na, to be able to seek water with the others if they would only let her.

      But they had… and hadn’t she been given a j’na?

      She remembered it in her dreams, but it had been so real she believed she actually had held it. Letters and patterns carved into the shaft, and the end fitted with something other than osidan, though the dreams did not tell her what that might be.

      “I detect…” she began, struggling for words. In the darkness, she didn’t know what she detected. “Nothing,” she finally said. And that was the problem. She detected nothing, and she knew that would displease Shade.

      Instead, he smiled. “As you should not. There is nothing, not on a night like tonight. That nothingness is what you will summon.”

      “Why? What purpose does summoning nothing serve?”

      Shade’s forehead pinched in a frown. Ciara had seen it often enough that she recognized irritation, even if he didn’t let that irritation creep into his voice. “Let it fill you first, then you will understand. Accept the darkness. Accept the night.”

      “I thought I had to control it? Isn’t that what I do with the others?”

      “You control night differently. You must show a willingness to work with it, and then you can control it.”

      Ciara hid a frown but didn’t want to question Shade, not on this. This was what she’d been asking him to teach her for the last few days—maybe longer. When she mastered this, when she was finally strong enough to control the night, then she thought she might be strong enough to return to the village and protect her people.

      She closed her eyes again, focusing on the emptiness around her. For some reason, that was the easiest way for her to reach the night. By shutting her eyes and shutting out everything else around her, she was able to let the emptiness enter her.

      Cold gripped her heart, and she shivered. She hadn’t known such cold before. Had she? One of the dreams carried memories of such cold, but that couldn’t be real, much like the memories of crossing the waste. The people of her village knew to stay away from the waste and understood that attempting to cross was insanity.

      With her eyes squeezed closed, she had another vision of the blasted lizard she’d been seeing in her dreams for the last few weeks. The thing practically stared at her, burning into her mind. It called to her, almost as if it knew her name, and she knew it. But lizards had no names.

      “What do you sense?” Shade asked.

      Ciara didn’t answer for a while, trying to regain connection to the night. Each time she tried, she had another vision of the lizard, as if it perched just out of view. She opened her eyes and stepped up to the edge of the tower, looking out over the edge. She stared into the night, searching for evidence of the lizard, but there was nothing.

      “I don’t sense anything.”

      Shade breathed out slowly and then nodded. He expressed nothing else, but she could tell that she disappointed him, that her failure disappointed him. After all the time that she’d spent here, she didn’t need for him to say anything to know.

      “We will try again tomorrow. Go and rest.”

      Ciara made her way off the tower, leaving Shade standing alone and staring out at the night. As she departed, she saw the way he moved his fingers, working them in a small circle. It was a summons she hadn’t learned, and she thought he had taught her almost as many as he knew. Was it possible that she saw him summoning night?

      She considered attempting it on her own, but she’d learned the dangers involved in summoning when she didn’t understand the pattern or the proper way to infuse intent into the summons, especially with the need to control. And with night, Shade had made clear it would be different than the other elementals, and that the summons required a different focus.

      As she made her way down the darkened steps, only a few scattered lanterns lighting her way, she wondered if she would not be able to summon the night. She thought she had the ability, but what if that were wrong? What would happen to her?

      Shade would be disappointed. Ciara could tell he expected her to reach the night. But more than that, would she be forced to return to her village? Was she ready? She had spent so much time here, a time where she hadn’t wanted for water, and food had been plentiful—as well as wine—that now she wasn’t sure she was ready.

      But… she needed to return to Rens. That was the only reason that she was here.

      Ciara closed the door to her room and lowered herself onto the hard mattress set onto the stone. She closed her eyes, trying to rest as Shade had instructed, but rest wouldn’t come, and she wasn’t sure that she wanted it to. Sleep meant dreams, and the dreams she had been having plagued her. They were snatches of things that she thought she should remember, things like the time before she came to the tower, but all that she had were vague bits of memory laced with more specifics.

      What could she remember?

      She thought of her father—she always remembered him, even though she hadn’t seen him in a while. And Fas. If—when—she returned, she hoped that her father would see Fas as a suitable match. That had always been what she wanted. And Eshan… he was a skilled nya’shin, a man she had learned much from, but hard, much like the rest of Rens.

      There were others in the village who came to mind, but she struggled with faces. Not names. They drifted through her mind: Usal, Syat, Fas, Eshan…

      They were the reason that she was here. She would protect them from Ter, from the shapers… only in her dreams, the shapers of Ter she had met had not wanted to harm her. They had worked with her, fighting against something else.

      She shivered. Why should she be having such strange and vivid dreams?

      Perhaps she should ask Shade. Maybe it was something in the wine that gave her hallucinations. There were flowers in Rens that would do the same, but this didn’t feel anything like that. These felt real, as if she had lived them, as if she had stood among them, learning to summon elementals, facing the threat of darkness like the night she had helped with the hatching of the draasin…

      Her heart hammered.

      What was that? She had something like a waking dream, a vision that had come to her, one so vivid she would swear it was real. She could not have seen a draasin birth. None had ever seen that.

      Now she knew with certainty that she needed to find Shade and share with him what she had seen. Maybe he could help explain it, and maybe these visions were the reason that she struggled with reaching the night.

      But not yet. Shade’s anger kept her from wanting to go to him. She would, but she would rest as he suggested first.

      Only, as she rested her head against the mattress, every time her eyes drifted closed, she began to have visions flashing across them, things that couldn’t be real, that she didn’t want to be real. Because if they were real, it meant that everything she did with Shade was wrong.
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        I cannot find the Rens summoner. Cheneth searches, but I fear she has fallen to the Khalan. They will turn her and use her against us. Jasn might be the only one able to destroy her, but does any of the warrior remain, or has the healer returned?

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara made her way through the tower, staying against the walls, hiding in the shadows. As she walked, she tapped softly on her leg, demanding that earth protect her, that it shield her. Her heart pounded heavily in her chest as she snuck along, but there was nothing she could do about that. Using water would only put her in danger, especially if she lost control of the summons. Hopefully, the shielding with earth was potent enough that someone else wouldn’t be able to tell she was here.

      She still wasn’t quite sure what she intended, but after another night of dreams, this time with images that had been so real—a man attacking her with shadows and the lizard helping her—she needed to know if she was the only one having such visions. If she was, then she might go to Shade with questions, though she still didn’t know what he might say to her. He’d probably placate her, suggest she rest, or eat, or have more wine, and then he’d stop working with her. That was the worst outcome she could imagine, especially after her setback reaching for the night.

      Instead, she wanted to find Sinsa. The other woman had always been quiet around Ciara, and it had been a few weeks since she’d really seen her, but she needed to know if she was alone in her experiences. If not, then she wanted to know if there were shared visions.

      Creeping her way up the stairs, she paused on the next level. Another level—maybe two—and she’d find Shade’s rooms. And beyond was the place where he held the draasin. Ciara hadn’t seen the massive creature in several weeks but had seen shadows overhead and knew other draasin had been summoned to this place.

      She’d never dared attempt summoning the draasin. Not that she didn’t think she could, but Shade had made it clear that was not allowed while she was here.

      The hall on this level was empty. Most of the tower was empty, really. She rarely saw anyone else. There were a few others when she sat to eat, and still others who changed the basin of water in her room, but they were rarely seen. But then, the tower was massive, and it was possible to hide many places in its enormity.

      When she heard a muffled voice, she paused and leaned against the wall. Ciara tapped on her leg more firmly, holding tight to the intent she demanded of the elemental. If she made a mistake and was seen, she could explain it away by saying that she intended to practice summoning. That was rarely forbidden to her.

      A door opened, and Shade strode down the hall. He passed her and didn’t seem to notice, his attention fixed straight ahead, his j’na absent today. As he walked, he continued to rub his fingers together. Ciara still hadn’t learned whether that was some sort of nervous trick that he did, or whether it was a summons, but if it were a summons, it was one that he performed constantly. What purpose would there be in constantly holding a summons?

      Ciara hurried forward and reached the door before it closed. Sinsa stood on the other side, eyes streaming with tears and bruising along her cheek. A small gash opened under her chin that she held her hand against, but blood still streamed around her fingers.

      What had happened here?

      She could imagine a summoning gone wrong. There were many times when she’d attempted summoning but had the elemental resist. That was the risk if the summoner didn’t hold the intent firmly enough in mind. But Ciara hadn’t any real problems with that in weeks.

      Sinsa sniffed and started to the door to close it.

      Ciara debated remaining hidden, but that would only scare the girl more. Releasing the summons, she felt it ease back into the stone around her.

      Sinsa gasped as Ciara suddenly appeared. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m sorry to come like this, I had a few questions for—”

      Sinsa looked into the hall and shut the door quickly. She squeezed her eyes closed and attempted a summoning to earth, directing it at the door, but the summoning wasn’t strong enough. Ciara could tell that it wouldn’t do anything, so she added a small summons of her own, tapping softly on her leg and holding the intent of sealing off the door firmly in mind. Why would Sinsa want to seal off the door?

      “You shouldn’t have come,” Sinsa said, frowning as she ran her fingers along the door.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing.” When Sinsa reached a hand to her head and winced, Ciara took a step toward her, but the other woman shook her head. “Don’t.”

      She blinked. It had been a mistake coming here. She didn’t know what she expected to find—probably nothing. Certainly not Sinsa injured.

      “Why did you come?” Sinsa asked again.

      “I…” She hesitated. Did she share she’d been having dreams of a past that couldn’t be? But if she didn’t, and she shared with Shade, she worried what he might say. How much would he delay her training? “I wanted to know if you have dreams of before you came here.”

      It sounded foolish even as she said it. Why would Sinsa have dreams? She would remember, much like Ciara should remember.

      But Sinsa’s eyes widened, if only slightly. And with her faint water sensing, Ciara could detect the slight increase in Sinsa’s pulse.

      “You have, haven’t you?” she asked.

      Sinsa glanced at the door before nodding. “That’s why Shade is angry,” she said.

      “Angry?” The bruising on Sinsa’s face took on a different meaning. Was Shade the reason that she’d been hurt and not a summoning that hadn’t worked as intended? Shade wouldn’t do that to Sinsa, though, would he?

      “I thought to ask him about it. There have been flashes of things, of a place, that I don’t think I’ve ever been, but the images are so real.” Her voice took on a hushed tone, and she touched her fingers to her cheek, rubbing them softly. “Vast seas and the sun…” Sinsa went on, “I wanted to ask when I would return, but Shade, he…” she swallowed and didn’t finish.

      Ciara’s breath caught. “What do you remember of your time before the tower?”

      “That’s the problem, I don’t remember anything from before the tower. Faces of my parents, the desire to help them, but other than that, there’s nothing. Shade tells me that I’m just tired and that I need to—”

      “Rest,” Ciara finished.

      Sinsa nodded.

      Ciara stared at the door. Could Shade be keeping something from them? Some secret about where they came from? But why? They were here to learn. And Ciara, at least, had been sent by her father with the intent to help her people.

      “What are you seeing?” Sinsa asked.

      Ciara sighed. “My home. Or at least, I think it’s my home. I can’t remember. Desert and sun and the heat…” She didn’t say anything about the lizard or the fear she had of the darkness. That seemed too strange. “I left the tower one day, trying to see the sun, just to have it on my face again.”

      “You did?”

      “There was nothing but more clouds and darkness. Shade made me promise I wouldn’t attempt to leave before I was ready, and if I did, I wouldn’t be allowed to continue my studies.”

      “At least you continue to progress,” Sinsa said bitterly. “My fingers barely move half the time, and they’re number now that I mentioned to Shade the visions that I’ve been having.”

      “Shade told me that comes from exerting yourself too much with the summoning.”

      Sinsa sniffed. “That’s not my problem. He hasn’t been working with me that much these days. I did something that upset him, and now…”

      Ciara frowned. “What of Doln?”

      “I haven’t seen him in almost as long as I haven’t seen you. Shade says he returned home and that he’d learned all that he could.”

      Ciara sighed. What had she really hoped to learn by coming here? That she wasn’t alone with her visions? Finding Sinsa had revealed that she wasn’t, but Sinsa had different dreams than Ciara’s. Both had memories of home, but Ciara had something more than that. Hers were not only of her home but of something else that she knew to fear.

      “You should go,” Sinsa said. “If he discovers that you spoke to me, he might get angry with you as well.”

      Ciara started for the door. It wasn’t Shade’s anger that she feared, it was his unwillingness to work with her. But it troubled her that Sinsa couldn’t remember her home either. It troubled her they both had dreams, though they were different. And it troubled her that when she questioned Shade, her ability to summon was restricted.

      With certainty, she knew she couldn’t say anything to him.

      If she did, not only might he refuse to continue teaching, but what would happen to her ability to summon? Would that fade as well?

      “I’m sorry,” she said at the door.

      Sinsa sobbed softly. “All I want is to go home.”

      She turned back to Sinsa. “Then tell him. He’ll let you return if you don’t want to be here anymore.”

      Sinsa shook her head. “I tried. That’s when he did this,” she said, pointing to her face. “He told me that the tower was my home.”

      Ciara stared at Sinsa, uncertain what to say. There was nothing that she could say. She had never asked Shade to leave, but she remembered his repressed anger when he’d discovered how she had left the tower. What would he do if he learned she wanted to leave? How angry would he get with her then?

      Ciara shivered and removed the summoning that concealed the door. Even if she wanted to go home, would she be allowed to, or was the tower now her home too?
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        There is a land where darkness and shadows linger. It is a place I will not go. I suspect this is under the rule of the Khalan.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The inside of the tower had a heaviness to it, a chill that Alena didn’t remember from her previous visits. Muted voices drifted down the halls, none all that distinct, but she paused at each new sound, turning her attention to see if she might be able to determine who moved through the tower around her.

      Bayan rested quietly in the small rooms they occupied. Alena had used the spirit stick on her again, settling a soothing sort of shaping until she found a more restful sleep.

      How would they keep her from attempting to rejoin the darkness each time she felt it? If the darkness existed in Atenas—and she had seen that it did—how would they manage to keep Bayan from getting drawn toward it?

      That was the challenge she had for Oliver. Let the healer guild see if there was anything that they could do to finally heal Bayan.

      Alena had another challenge. Hers was about finding a way to combat the darkness. The spirit stick worked, but it wasn’t strong enough. There might not be another shaper in all of Ter who would be strong enough to use it to press back the shadows, but she had to find something. Otherwise, it was going to continue to attack.

      She stopped at the base of the tower and exited into the sunlight.

      In the light of the day, there was no evidence of the darkness she’d experienced the night before. But when she stood at a distance, such as when she was in the toss yard, working with the students, she had seen the way that the darkness existed around the tower, growing along the sides like vines steadily creeping up. What would happen when the vines reached the top? Would the spirit stick make any difference with it?

      That was what Alena intended to find out.

      She stopped along the side of the tower, keeping the spirit stick tucked into her pocket. The shaping needed to use the spirit stick required she combine the elements, and here on the street she did so quickly, unwilling to remain for too long, risking exposure.

      As she held onto the shaping, she jerked the spirit stick from her pocket when it became too warm. Under the sunlight, there was no way of seeing whether the rod glowed as it had the night before. She tapped it against the side of the tower.

      Alena wasn’t really certain what she expected to happen. Would the spirit stick dissipate the shadows? Would she even be able to see anything now?

      When she tapped it, the stone rang with a sharp note, like a bell tolling. This sound rolled through her before settling into the ground.

      Had it worked?

      The heat from the spirit stick had faded, so whatever she had done had released the shaping that she held.

      Pulling on more energy, she drew the shaping once more. Alena stepped to another point along the wall and paused before striking the rod on the stone.

      It rang again. This time, the note sounded higher.

      The spirit stick shook in her hand, vibrating violently.

      She squeezed it tightly, afraid to drop it. The blasted thing might be made of metal, but she didn’t know what would happen if it were damaged. If they lost that, they would have no weapon against the shadows. As weak as it was, at least there was something.

      The vibrating of the spirit stick eased and then stopped altogether.

      She moved forward, readying another shaping, when she caught sight of movement.

      Alena spun, debating whether she should have shrouded herself. Doing so would have required that she withhold some of her shaping energy, diverting it so she could remain hidden. With the spirit stick, especially to make it glow as it had the night before, Alena decided it required all of her focus.

      “Alena Lagaro. Is there anything that I can help you with?”

      Wansa stood across from her, her eyes set in a tight line. She eyed Alena, glancing at the tower, at her face, and then back. Did Wansa know what she was doing?

      Alena waited for the spirit stick to grow cold, a sign Wansa might attempt to shape her, but it didn’t. She needed to say something to deflect Wansa’s curiosity and said the only thing that came to mind. “I’m curious about the shapings that helped build the tower.”

      Some of the tension left Wansa’s eyes. “This tower has stood for over three hundred years. Some of our earliest shapers were responsible for raising it from the ground.”

      “Earth shapers, though.”

      Wansa nodded. “Earth. Not warriors,” she agreed.

      Alena had always found it interesting that the tower for the Order had been built by simple shapers rather than by warriors. Now that she knew about the elementals, she wondered if they had had a hand in constructing the tower. It was a question she would have to ask Wyath the next time she saw him.

      “Why the sudden interest in stone?” Wansa asked.

      “The same reason I’ve been away from Atenas.”

      Wansa’s eyes narrowed. “The Commander’s camp. There are some of us who remain unconvinced of the benefit of the project. Few enough of the draasin have been destroyed because of it.”

      Alena resisted the urge to smile. The draasin that had been destroyed had been killed against her wishes. “Have you visited the camp, councilor?”

      “I have not.”

      “Then perhaps you shouldn’t be so quick to judge the efficacy of the camp.”

      Wansa watched her for a moment through slitted eyes. “How does the instruction with the students progress?”

      “Jef is a proficient instructor if that’s what you seek to determine. I was a little surprised to learn the intent of his instruction is to draw out the other abilities as quickly as possible.”

      “The Commander seeks troops along the front in Rens.”

      “The war goes so poorly they are needed?”

      “You have been removed from the war. The people there have become more violent.”

      “We attack their homeland. Would you expect them to sit by and accept it?”

      Wansa straightened her back, a shaping building softly. As she did, the spirit stick went cold. For a moment, Alena thought that maybe Wansa might be responsible for the shaping, but she didn’t think that was the case.

      She looked around, glancing along the street, but there was no one else here.

      Was there anything that she could do?

      She started a shaping, masking it at first, but the more that she drew on the shaping, the more that she needed to remove the masking to draw power. Wansa’s eyes widened as she shaped, and Alena could tell she suspected what she did.

      Alena glanced up the street again.

      There was no one there.

      If she were going to do something, it would have to be now.

      She withdrew the spirit stick and pointed it at Wansa.

      The other woman started away from her, a shaping carrying her into the air.

      “Can’t allow you to leave quite yet,” Alena said, wrapping air and earth around Wansa to prevent her from escaping. Then she released the spirit shaping, letting it settle upon the other woman, quickly sliding through her mind.

      Alena had flashes of memories. The daily struggles of running the Order, a deep concern for the warriors, even a grudging respect for the Commander, one that was mixed with a hint of fear.

      Beneath that, she felt some sort of invisible barrier.

      Alena pried at the barrier, pulling on it. Using spirit wasn’t enough, but she knew she had to remove it. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a part of Wansa and should not be there.

      Could she use fire and somehow hone the shaping to a sharp knife, much like what Oliver had demonstrated with water?

      Alena switched her focus to fire, pressing through Wansa’s mind, shaping a tight line of fire through that invisible barrier. Slowly, she peeled it away, like a film that had formed on water. As she did, she forced more spirit through the spirit stick.

      The connection from it surged, giving her a sudden awareness of the other woman. Images from her time in Ter, in Atenas, flashed through her mind. She saw Wansa as a younger shaper, one who had ambition and drive for more power. There were images of her before that when she still struggled to gain her abilities, and as Alena pressed more deeply into Wansa’s mind, she saw flashes of what she had been before she even came to Atenas, of the little girl…

      At least Wansa was the person she claimed to be, not like what she suspected of Margo.

      Alena focused on the strange barrier that she’d detected and ensured that she peeled it completely away. When she receded, Wansa gasped softly.

      “What was that?” Wansa demanded.

      The answer was not an easy one, not without revealing the reason that she had come to Atenas, but then again, they needed allies within the city, those who could help her discover what might have happened to the other councilors, and to help her know what they faced. And if she had managed to remove the influence from Wansa’s mind, then she could be that person they would work with.

      “Atenas is under attack,” Alena said.

      Wansa frowned. “I don’t know what kind of things you’re experiencing out in the Commander’s camp, but the city has never been under attack. We’re too well protected here, both by simple geography and because of our shapers.”

      “And what if those shapers could be influenced?” Alena asked.

      “Influenced? There’s no influence that would change our ability or desire to protect the city, Alena. You have been too far removed from the city to understand, and I think maybe it is a good thing that you returned. The Commander will understand you have been away for too long.”

      “I haven’t been away for too long,” she said. “I think you’ve remained too deep in the city to appreciate what else happens beyond the boundaries of Atenas. Not only has Atenas been attacked, but you have been attacked.”

      Wansa frowned, and Alena prepared an explanation, intending to tell her all about the fact that Margo had been twisted, or about the way that Oliver had been attacked, when the air took on a soft chill.

      She glanced at the sky. The sun still burned overhead, but the temperature dipped, making her suddenly fearful of what it might mean.

      “Come with me,” she told Wansa.

      The other woman stared at her and started to shake her head.

      Shadows began to swirl behind her, coalescing into thick arms. If Alena stayed here, the shadows would attack. And they would do so in the daylight. That they would mean the darkness continued to grow stronger here. If she didn’t manage to find a way to counter it, the darkness would soon overwhelm the rest of the city. And then what would happen? Who would oppose this darkness if not for Atenas?

      “Look if you don’t believe me!” Alena told Wansa. “But don’t be such a fool that you refuse to understand there is something more going on than you believe.”

      She pointed to the wall opposite them where the shadows began to swirl, crawling slowly up the side. Alena focused on the elements and shaped through the spirit stick, drawing as much strength as she could, but after shaping as much as she already had today, mostly through the spirit stick, she was nearly too weak to use it fully.

      The end glowed softly, but not as it had the night before. The markings along the side of the spirit stick had none of the strength they had when she had shaped through it even a few moments before. Without stronger shaping, the spirit stick would be no sort of defense against anything.

      “What is that?” Wansa asked.

      “I’ll tell you later. For now, look,” she urged, pointing to the shadows that moved, tracing along the stone.

      Wansa seemed to finally see them. She started toward it, as if intending to study it, before Alena grabbed her arm and jerked her back.

      “What do you think that you’re doing?”

      “This… I can feel it, as if it draws to me.”

      Damn! Wansa too? “If you feel it drawing to you, then you should know enough to recognize you need to ignore it. You have to ignore it. There is power, but it is a dark power and one that will attempt to destroy you.”

      Wansa’s gaze drifted to the end of the spirit stick, taking in the way Alena stood with her arm outstretched, holding the rod like a short sword, jabbing at the wall as she held the shadows back.

      When Alena’s shaping failed, the shadows separated from the wall, almost as if they had been waiting for such a moment.

      Wansa gasped at it and took a step back.

      Alena grabbed the councilor and, feeling the fool for risking herself like this, dragged her away from the alley and the base of the tower, pulling her back onto the main street. Wansa resisted at first, but she came along. Had she not, Alena was prepared to simply knock her out and drag her if it came to it.

      Once out on the street, with the warmth of the sun shining more clearly upon her, the crowd of people pushing all around, she allowed herself to relax.

      There were too many already in the city who shaped the darkness. If they had gotten that established, what did Alena think she could do to dislodge them? Her spirit stick was not strong enough, and she was not strong enough.

      What they needed were more sticks much like the one she carried. With that, she thought she might be able to draw enough strength to withstand the darkness. If she could get others to help, they could work together, and they could hold back the night.

      But what happened if the night became stronger?

      Alena shivered at the thought.
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        There are days when I hide and observe Cheneth. I waited far too long to begin these observations.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “Tell me why you’ve brought me to the healer guild hall,” Wansa told Alena, the agitation in her tone softening the longer that Alena pulled her away from the street. Wansa had followed her back into the tower without arguing too much, but now that they were in this part of the tower, she began to come back alive, and the questions began coming one after the other.

      “I told you what you need to know,” Alena said. “And now I will show you what you need to see.”

      Wansa frowned but said nothing more.

      When they readied to knock, Oliver pulled the door open and peered out. His eyes fell on Wansa and widened. “You’re a fool, Alena. What do you think you’re doing coming here with her?”

      “She is councilor of the Seat,” Wansa said. “I think you should watch your tone.”

      Oliver pulled himself up, thrusting his considerable stomach forward. His dark eyes held her for a long moment. “And I would think you would watch your tone with the head of the healer guild.”

      They stared at each other, neither saying anything, so Alena pushed past him and made her way into Oliver’s room. Yanda sat in a chair near the window and looked up when she entered.

      “Ah, Alena. You’ve returned with a guest?”

      She nodded. “I’m going to let the two of them decide who has the more important position.”

      Yanda leaned to the side until she could see Oliver facing off with Wansa, and then smiled. “Well, Oliver will claim that he’s the head of his guild. Which puts him in a position that Wansa can’t claim. And Wansa, I suspect, will claim her position on the Seat gives her the authority to demand even the head of the guild answer to her.”

      She said it so matter-of-factly that Alena couldn’t help but laugh. “Which do you think will win out?”

      “If I know my large friend—and I think that I do—he will probably back down. As he should.”

      As she said it, Oliver glanced over at her and stepped out of the doorway, making room for Wansa to follow Alena inside.

      Wansa stared at the shelves filled with books, ignoring Oliver’s stares as she made her way slowly in a circle around the inside of Oliver’s room.

      “What were you working on?” Alena asked Yanda.

      Yanda glanced at Oliver, and he nodded slightly. Alena frowned. These two had such a strange interaction that she couldn’t help but wonder about whether they were more than friends. But the idea of tiny Yanda with massive Oliver made her stomach churn. The man could crush her.

      “That ring you brought us,” Yanda said. “When you borrowed the spirit stick, you left him with nothing to protect himself. We sought to change that.”

      “How do you think to change that?” she asked.

      “We needed to study what it is about the ring and the stick that gives them protection from spirit.”

      Wansa paused, her ears perking up.

      “Did you discover anything?” Alena asked.

      “Nothing that would help us recreate it, and that’s the point of this. We can make these patterns, but we can’t seal them to the metal, so without that…” Yanda pointed to the small marks on the ring, the same ones that were on the spirit stick. On the ring, they were smaller and more compact, but they were the same. “We can’t seem to get them to stick, if you will. Oliver thinks the metal itself doesn’t matter, that it’s more about the patterns themselves than the metal, but we aren’t able to find a way to hold these patterns on the damn ring.”

      Alena laughed. Why hadn’t she thought of trying to recreate the patterns? Wyath had taught her to make these sort of patterns as some of the earliest lessons he had for her when she went to the barracks, and she had used similar patterns on the draasin pen as well as on the stone chains that they used to hold the draasin.

      “There’s a certain intent to using these patterns,” Alena said. “Let me try.”

      Yanda shrugged and handed her a small strip of metal. “As I said, we don’t think the metal itself matters.”

      “It shouldn’t,” Alena said, thinking that she had used the same sort of patterns on both stone and then on the pen. The substrate wasn’t what mattered, it was the patterns that they placed, and how they were placed. Yanda had a small sharpened rod Alena could use to etch the engraving into the metal. The narrow band of metal was soft and took the engraving well.

      As she carved the shapes into the metal, she pressed a shaping into each one. If there was one thing that her time in the barracks had taught her—other than how to stalk the draasin and to hone her ability to speak to them—was that each of these shapes had a certain tie to the elements, so as she made them, she fused the corresponding element into the etching, letting it settle deeply into the metal. There was a pattern to them as well. One that pulled on the elements in a specific order, and Alena traced through that pattern in her mind, recognizing it as well.

      “How is it that you’ve managed to do that?” Yanda asked, standing now over her shoulder and staring down at the etchings that Alena made.

      She didn’t answer. Doing so would distract her and pull her attention from the last shape. This was one that she hadn’t seen before, and one with a mystery corresponding element.

      None of the primary elements worked as she tried to fuse it into the pattern.

      There wasn’t anything that worked.

      Unless…

      She fished the spirit stick out of her pocket and started the shaping pattern that she needed to call spirit through it. She wouldn’t be able to pull too much—she was too weakened from all the shaping that she’d done earlier in the day—but these etchings didn’t take much.

      Alena sent the shaping through the etching, letting it settle into the soft metal.

      She held her breath. If this worked, would they be able to copy the ring? More than the ring, would they be able to recreate the spirit stick?

      The shaping flared with a flash of light.

      “Balls,” Oliver said. He stood over the band of metal and reached for it, tracing his fingers over the shapes that she’d made. “You did it.”

      Wansa pulled herself away from the wall and stopped about a pace away from them. “She did what?”

      “Test it, Oliver,” Yanda said.

      He took the narrow band of silver metal and bent it around his wrist. “Try the spirit stick,” he told Alena.

      She held the spirit stick up to him and started the shaping, letting it wash out from her, striking Oliver. There was no subtlety to it. She didn’t have the energy for subtlety.

      The shaping struck him. His eyes narrowed, and he scratched at the band on his wrist.

      “Did it work?” he asked her. “I felt the stupid thing go cold, and then a warmth washed over me, but there wasn’t anything else.”

      “I had nothing. No sign that I shaped you.”

      “Oliver? What is this?” Wansa demanded. She had regained the stern demeanor that Alena had always associated with her.

      “This, I imagine, is what Alena told you about, Wansa.”

      Wansa considered first Alena and then Oliver. “Tell me again.”

      Oliver cocked his head at Alena. “You’re certain that she’s safe?”

      “There was… something… on her mind, but I removed it,” Alena said.

      “How?” Oliver asked.

      “Like your blade of water shaping, only with fire.”

      “That would require a touch so fine…” His eyes widened. “You speak to them, don’t you?” An excited smile spread on his face. “That’s why he wanted you. Why he wanted Volth. How many are like the two of you?”

      She hesitated, trying to gauge Yanda’s interest. Admitting that she spoke to the draasin to Cheneth was much different than admitting the same to Oliver, or Yanda, or even Wansa. The draasin were creatures the shapers of Ter believed to be dangerous, creatures that others in Ter would have hunted. For her to speak to them was almost akin to admitting she didn’t belong in Ter to begin with, a thought she once had when she was a much younger person.

      “There are others,” Alena admitted.

      “What’s it like?” Oliver asked. “How many others are—”

      He cut off when Yanda shot him a hard glare.

      “Fine. But you and I will speak again when we get past this,” Oliver promised.

      Alena nodded. “You may speak. I may not answer.”

      Oliver waved his hand as if indicating she’d have no choice but to answer, and Alena wondered if that might not be the case. Oliver could be persuasive at times. “You’re sure you removed this film from her mind?”

      A film. Interesting he would describe it that way. It was the same way she thought it had been, sitting atop Wansa’s mind when she’d reached into it with the spirit stick.

      “I’m sure I did,” Alena said. “You can test if you would like.”

      Oliver tipped his head as he considered and then held his hand out until she offered him the spirit stick. He pointed it toward Wansa and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      The shaping built from him. The stick didn’t glow like it did when Alena used it, and there might be a surge of power, but it wasn’t the same. Oliver was skilled with water, but he lacked in strength with the other elements, leaving him struggling to power the spirit stick.

      But he would be able to see that Alena had cleared Wansa’s mind. That should be enough.

      When he finished his shaping, he lowered his arm and handed the spirit stick back to Alena. “Yes. She is free of distraction.”

      Wansa pursed her lips as she glared at each one of them in turn. “Would one of you tell me what this is all about?”

      Alena fingered the edge of the spirit stick and then held it up for Wansa to see. “The only way for you to understand is for you to experience this yourself,” she began. “You need to shape each of the elements into this, and you must do so in equal measure.”

      “Equal makes no difference,” Oliver countered. “It’s the shaping of the elements that matters.”

      “I think it matters if you intend to power it with much strength,” Alena said. “But Oliver is right. I doubt he has much strength with fire and he manages to make this work.”

      Oliver huffed, and Yanda patted him soothingly on the arm.

      “What does this weapon do?”

      Alena started to tell her that it was no weapon, but then, that wasn’t necessarily true. The spirit stick was a sort of weapon, only it wasn’t any kind of conventional weapon, and certainly none that anyone would ever identify as one. “You have to experience it yourself to understand,” she said, coming to a decision. Her ability with the draasin might not remain a secret for long.

      Wansa raised the spirit stick. The shaping that built from her was tentative at first, but as she steadied herself, she poured more and more shaping ability into it, letting her shaping flow into it. Then she pointed it toward Alena.

      Alena readied for the attack. There was no other way to describe it. Were there another way, she would refuse to allow Wansa to shape her with spirit, but they needed the support of the council. And to do that, they had to convince her.

      If this worked, and if she understood what they faced, they might have an ally who would be able to help them reach the others on the council, though Alena still feared what would happen when the Commander returned. So far, he had been absent during her time in Atenas. But he knew she had been assigned to work with Volth. If he discovered she was here, he might question, and that would lead to a confrontation she wasn’t certain she was ready for, though that confrontation might give them all the information that they needed about where the Commander’s allegiances lay.

      The shaping settled into her with a sort of warmth.

      Alena hadn’t detected the same warmth when Oliver had shaped her. Was there something about the shaping that was different, or was it that Wansa was such a stronger shaper that she experienced it differently?

      It was brief. A flash of fire within her, and she felt the distant stirring of the draasin. Memories of protecting the egg, of finding it, and then earlier, of working with Volth, and before, to Bayan and when Alena had first come to the barracks…

      Wansa dropped the spirit stick.

      Oliver was there, scooping it off the ground and giving Wansa a sour expression. “Careful with this, councilor. This might be the only thing that can keep us safe.”

      “What… what was that?” she asked, eyeing Alena. “It was like I was in your head, in your memories, but what I saw there would be impossible!”

      “Not impossible,” Alena said, ignoring the way that Oliver stared at her. She hadn’t let him use the spirit stick on her. There had been no need. She had attempted it on him, and then on Yanda, and each time she had gained a deeper understanding of both of them, but they had never used it on her. Had Wansa seen everything that had flashed into her head, the same sudden surge of memories that had gone through her mind? From Alena’s experience of standing on the other side of the spirit stick, she suspected she had. And that was the power of the device.

      “That lets me see inside your mind?”

      “It’s a spirit stick,” Oliver said, rolling it along his palms. “There’s an element we have never managed to shape in Atenas, one our shapers seem to have never mastered. This lets us reach it.”

      “Spirit? I have never heard…” When she trailed off, she gaped at Alena. “You said you peeled something from my mind. What was it?”

      “There was a shaping there. Some sort of layer. I’m not sure what the purpose of it was, only that it affected you. I think the others on the council were equally affected.”

      “This is the real reason that you’ve returned, isn’t it?” Wansa asked.

      Alena nodded. Now that they shared with Wansa, she had to share everything with her. “Oliver recognized that something had changed.”

      She turned her attention to Oliver. “The healer guild uses spirit?” Wansa asked.

      “Not spirit, but I recognized there was something off when I was summoned to the Seat and nearly attacked.”

      “We would never attack—” Her eyes widened. “By the stars,” she whispered. “We did. I remember it, though it’s like it comes through a fog. You were called before us, and then you defied the Seat.”

      Oliver huffed. “Defied. I am doing more to help save Atenas than the council right now.” Yanda touched his arm, and he glanced at her, shaking his head so that his jowls shook. “Oh, fine. Maybe you’re doing something as well.”

      Yanda glared at him. “That’s not quite what I was getting at, you foolish man.”

      “No. You’re trying to tell me that I need to behave with the second. I know what you want for me.”

      “I think there’s something to that, yes,” Yanda said.

      “Well, after what they put me through, I don’t think I much care.”

      “I know what you’ve been through. I was there with you, remember?”

      “Can we get back to this issue?” Wansa asked. “Rather than whatever this is between the two of you?”

      Oliver flushed and turned back to the councilor. “Fine. The issue at hand is that the council has been tainted by outsiders who are able to shape spirit and have somehow managed to slip unnoticed into Atenas.”

      Wansa frowned. “There is no way that they would slip unnoticed…”

      It took Alena a moment to realize why Wansa had trailed off, but when she saw what Oliver had managed to do, the way that he had used a shaping over himself to turn himself into what appeared to be a thinner, much shorter old man, she gasped. It was the same technique that she’d seen from Cheneth. Had he shared it with Oliver?

      She would ask why with him, but then, she suspected it was Oliver’s ability with water that was the reason. The mask he shaped over himself changed him completely, making him look nothing like himself.

      When he released the shaping, the familiar healer reappearing, he smiled triumphantly at Wansa. “You see how someone would be able to slip unnoticed into Atenas. Even someone you think is someone else.”

      With that, he changed himself again, this time taking on the form of Margo before fading back into Oliver once more.

      “You think Margo is not who she claims?”

      “I know she isn’t. And there are likely others.”

      Wansa looked around the room, her arms now hugging herself rather than crossed. “I don’t understand any of this. Why would Atenas have been infiltrated?”

      Oliver and Yanda looked to Alena. It felt strange for her to be the expert on this, but then, she had worked the most with Cheneth, had hunted draasin in Rens, and she had faced the threat of Tenebeth, but for some reason, this felt more dangerous than anything that she’d ever done.

      “There’s a darkness that has come to Atenas,” Alena started. “That’s what I was looking at when you found me outside. And the darkness spreads, growing stronger. I came to try to help, but there might not be anything that can be done to prevent the darkness from overwhelming all of Atenas.”
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        Cheneth is Enlightened. Neither of us can use spirit on the other. A shame that we cannot.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “I need to see the Varden,” Jasn told Katya. They stood in the room Katya had brought him to the first time he’d come into Hyaln, and this time, he managed to use the power of the runes carved into the wall, and added to that power both summoning and shaping. Somehow, the combination created something of a seal. That must have been the reason that Katya had come here that first day, and was the same reason that he came today.

      It had only been a few days since they sat in the library, with him beginning to understand the depths of what he might face. In that time, he’d tried to understand what it was that he would be able to do, determine the reason that Cheneth had sent him here.

      At first, Jasn suspected that it was only to learn, but that wouldn’t have been Cheneth’s only reason. The blasted man had known something, or suspected, hadn’t he? Would he have known that Jasn had potential with summoning and rune traps? The latter came more naturally to him, though he still didn’t know why. He had progressed through the different patterns that Tobin demonstrated for him, quickly managing to reach some of the more complicated runes. He still didn’t know how to place them together for maximum effect, but he thought that he might be able to learn. The more that he worked with them, the more that he began to think he understood the patterns and how they could be combined together.

      But Cheneth had known about his ability with water, and with the elementals. And he had known about what happened when Jasn shaped another with water and the effect that it had. There was power in those shapings, power that Hyaln did not possess.

      That had to be the reason that Cheneth had wanted him to come here.

      Why had it taken him so long to realize?

      “You’ve been accepted into Hyaln, but asking to see the Varden… That is something that you should not yet do.”

      “I thought you said that they lead Hyaln.”

      “They do.”

      “Aren’t those they lead allowed to speak to them?”

      “This is not the council in Atenas, Jasn. They have no obligation to meet with you.”

      He laughed. Even the council had no obligation to meet with shapers. New members were chosen by the council, elevated because of strength in shaping or connections they possessed in Atenas, not because of any other real reason. Often, it was more political maneuvering than anything that managed to get someone on the council.

      All but the Commander.

      Jasn still wished he understood why his friend had managed to reach such heights when he struggled, working hard simply to manage half of what Lachen could do.

      “I think you have a misunderstanding of what the council is willing to do,” he said. “But this is not about me. This is about Hyaln and having balance on the Varden.”

      Katya frowned. “I don’t see what—”

      He didn’t give her the chance to finish. Grabbing her wrist, he poured the shaping of water that he’d prepared through her.

      Katya tried jerking free, but one thing that his time in Hyaln had taught him was how to use water to hold steady, and he refused to let go. As he did, he called on the elementals, sweeping through her with not only the power of a water shaping, but that of the water elemental.

      I need to demonstrate what I can do, Jasn said to water.

      She knows, Jasn Volth.

      She might have heard me, but she doesn’t know.

      Water agreed and coursed from him through her, in powerful waves that she couldn’t resist.

      That was the other reason he had wanted to come to this place. Not only could it shield from the Khalan, were they listening in some way, but he would be able to shield the rest of Hyaln from knowing just what he did. If they discovered that he had essentially attacked Katya, how would they react?

      The shaping met a strange resistance.

      Jasn pushed, recognizing that the resistance should not be there.

      He hadn’t expected to find anything within her. When he shaped her, he thought that he would demonstrate forming an elemental connection when there was nothing to heal. Since Katya seemed uninjured, what would he have been able to heal?

      But the shaping came across something.

      Jasn had felt a similar sort of resistance, and that had been when healing himself.

      Odd that he should detect it here in Katya.

      The shaping swept through her, building again and again, the pressure of the water shaping reaching something of a crescendo as it poured into her.

      Her back arched and her mouth opened in a silent scream.

      Jasn felt her thoughts.

      It was fleeting, only a moment, but he was connected to her, much as he had connected to Alena. The distance between he and Alena made it so that he didn’t feel her quite as he did when they were both in the barracks, but when he focused late at night, he still had that distant awareness of her. He wondered if he would ever lose it.

      With that brief connection, he knew her.

      Everything that she’d told him about her feelings toward him was true. There was confirmation that she had cared for him and that it hadn’t all been an act. Returning to Hyaln had been difficult for her, and she had done it because it was her duty but also because she believed that there was a higher purpose for what she did. And he saw that she still served that higher purpose and that she would always serve Hyaln.

      They may have spoken of commitment to each other, and about the possibility of staying together, but Katya had already been committed long before she met him, and would be long after he left.

      Knowing gave him a sad sort of relief, as well as closure. She would never be able to be what he wanted, and either he had to be fine with that fact or he would have to move on.

      She turned her head, as if aware of what he managed to sense within her. A sad smile crossed her face.

      Then his shaping overwhelmed the resistance.

      Katya gasped, and Jasn released his shaping, released his connection to the water elementals.

      She staggered away from him, holding her wrist where he had touched her, almost as if it burned. Her eyes were wide as she looked around the room. “What did you do?”

      Jasn waited. He didn’t know how long it took for her to feel the effects of his shaping, but if she had been healed so that she could now reach one of the elementals, he suspected that she would begin to hear them.

      “Jasn?” Katya asked again.

      “I healed you,” he said.

      “There was nothing wrong with me for you to heal.”

      “There was something within you, Katya. I don’t know what it was. But it’s gone now.”

      Katya frowned. He could feel it as she cycled through a few quick shapings, as if to ensure that she could, before breathing out in a relieved sigh. “What was it then?”

      Jasn shook his head. “Like I said, I don’t know.”

      “But if you healed me, that means that…”

      “I don’t know what it means,” he said. “It’s possible you won’t be able to hear any of the elementals. I don’t know how the healing works, or whether it works every time.”

      “You said it had so far.”

      “In Ter. What if it’s different in Hyaln?” he asked.

      Katya closed her eyes. She took regular breaths, steady and slow. “There is nothing else,” she said finally.

      Jasn sighed. “I don’t know how long it takes to begin to detect it,” he said. “With Thenas, I don’t think that it was right away. I don’t know about Ifrit either. And I left Wyath in Atenas after I healed him.”

      “Why Atenas?”

      “They had brought him to Oliver for healing.”

      “And you were there.”

      “I went to discover why Lachen had sent me to the barracks. He was the reason that I left Rens.”

      Katya bit her lip, frowning. “I—”

      The door shook from the power of an enormous shaping.

      Jasn jerked his head around. Katya turned slowly and focused on the door, and he realized that she shaped. He’d never managed to detect her shaping quite so clearly since coming to Hyaln. Had his healing her changed something so that he could? Had it connected him to her in a way?

      “There will be questions,” she said softly. “Do not fight. Doing so only puts you in danger.”

      “Questions?” he asked.

      She nodded. “You’ve been raising suspicions around Hyaln. Too many comments about the Khalan. I’ve done what I can to deflect them, but you were too new…”

      “There hasn’t been anyone to ask. I’ve spoken to you, to Rehnar, and to—”

      “To Tobin,” Katya said. “As I said, too many questions.”

      “They’re coming for me?” he asked.

      Katya didn’t answer. She didn’t have the chance.

      The door opened, and two people that he’d never seen stood on the other side. One was a man with hard eyes and a cane that reminded Jasn of Cheneth. Power surged from him, shaped in such a way that Jasn was simply aware of it. The other was a woman taller than him, and muscular. She had short, curly black hair and skin so dark that it looked like the night had already claimed her.

      “Ilyana,” the woman said. She had a musical voice, and her feet clicked on the stone as she stepped forward. “The Varden has requested your presence.”

      For some reason, Jasn had a brief sense of terror from Katya, but then it was gone.
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        I lose faith in the shapers I attempt to train.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The summoning held her to the wall. Ciara looked down the hall, fearful that Shade might find her. She was to meet him atop the tower again and attempt to summon the night. After failing again the night before, she had the same dreams, this time so vividly that she awoke to them, with the sound of the lizard talking in her mind, warning her away from the summons. She hadn’t been able to fall back to sleep.

      Instead, she had sat in her room, knees bent, and focused on the wall, trying to think of what she could remember from her home. Her father. Fas. Others in the village.

      But there was more. There had to be more, only she couldn’t think of it.

      That troubled her more than anything, especially knowing Sinsa had a similar experience. For now, Ciara’s fingers still worked as they should, and the summons still came without difficulty, but what would happen were her fingers to go numb once more, the same way they had after she’d left the tower, the same way Sinsa’s had after asking to return home? No summons would come if her fingers didn’t work.

      She snuck through the tower, not certain what she intended, but feeling the urge to do something other than join Shade again, to sit under the blanket of darkened clouds and stretch for the emptiness of night. He claimed she would be able to reach the night and that when she did, she would be powerful enough to protect her people, but wasn’t the ability to summon the elementals enough to protect her people?

      There was another reason she refused to go to the top of the tower, at least for now. The last dream had been different for another reason. In it, she again saw herself riding on a draasin. She’d had the same dream before, but they had never been quite as clear as this time. With this dream, not only had she ridden on the draasin, but she’d ridden on the draasin she’d seen Shade commanding.

      Ciara needed to go to that draasin.

      She snuck through the halls, holding onto the earth summons that kept her shielded, steeling the intent firmly in her mind. When she reached the stairs, she hurried up them, pausing only a moment at Sinsa’s level, and then again where she would have found Shade before continuing up again.

      The rising heat told her she was in the right direction.

      Reaching the top of the tower took a different stair, one that didn’t lead past the draasin level, so she hadn’t been here before, but she recognized the way that the heat built, how it pressed against her. When she stepped off the landing, she glanced down the hall but saw no sign of anyone else.

      Ciara crept through the hall, holding her summons. When she reached a door that glowed softly, she carefully pushed it open, making certain to close it again behind her.

      The draasin cowered along the far wall and barely looked over when she entered.

      The creature was enormous, long tail wrapped around her, with spikes lining her neck. Golden eyes stared at her with something bordering on disinterest. The draasin unfolded her wings and barely moved.

      Was Shade’s control over her such that she wouldn’t move even when he wasn’t here? That would be impressive were it true.

      Ciara moved closer to the draasin, releasing the summons she held shielding her. She stood in front of the creature. Shade summoned her; what harm would there be in Ciara doing the same? She could control fire, why could she not control this fire?

      Focusing on her intent, she held what she wanted in her mind. With the draasin, it would be something simple: she wanted the draasin to look over at her, nothing more. If that worked, she might be able to try something more complex.

      Ciara started with fire, using the tight squeeze she’d learned from Shade. Fire required friction, and pain, to summon effectively.

      She felt warmth work along her arms, but it wasn’t enough. Either the summons wasn’t enough, or the intent that she held in her mind was not enough.

      Something else, then.

      Ciara slid her foot across the ground, but that wasn’t quite right. Shade hadn’t yet demonstrated using a larger summons. And here Ciara had thought he’d shown her everything other than how to summon the night. Could she figure it out on her own? Using her legs, she’d managed to summon more earth, so it seemed that she should be able to use them to call to fire as well.

      But not sliding her feet. That didn’t quite feel right.

      Maybe a step.

      She took an exaggerated step and set her foot back down, pushing against the stone. As she did, she felt a surge of heat along her arms and a flush that raced through her legs. Ciara smiled. This would work.

      Holding the intent in mind of wanting to force the draasin to look at her, she took another step, pushing her leg again.

      The draasin’s ears perked up slightly, and she turned one eye.

      That wasn’t quite what Ciara wanted. She wanted proof, something definitive that would tell her the intended summons worked. If she could control the draasin, she could really control fire.

      That would be a way to truly protect her people. Even more than reaching the night, and the darkness, having the ability to control the draasin—even if she never rode it—would be enough. Then she could return home.

      Ciara took another exaggerated step, this time dragging her foot as she landed. At the same time, she squeezed her fingers together in the tight pattern that Shade had taught her of fire, holding the intent as firmly in mind as she could imagine.

      With a sudden jolt, the draasin jerked her head around.

      Ciara smiled.

      The smile faded when she looked in the draasin’s eyes. Hadn’t she seen those eyes before? Maybe only in her dream, but there was a familiarity in them that Ciara should have recognized. It made the pain and something like betrayal all the starker.

      She took a step back… and bumped into something.

      Ciara spun. Shade stood there, watching her, his eyes flicking to the draasin and then back to Ciara. He carried his j’na and tapped it on the ground in two sharp motions. The draasin settled her head back on the ground, but not before Ciara was certain that she’d seen the anger in the draasin’s eyes. She didn’t want to be summoned, at least not this way.

      “I’m sorry, Shade,” Ciara stammered. “I wanted to see the draasin, to see if I could control it. Being able to control the draasin will help when I return to my village.”

      She wanted honesty but feared that she might have shared too much, especially after what had happened with Sinsa.

      “I warned you not to summon the draasin.” Shade spoke softly, and with an angry edge that terrified Ciara. “Doing so is dangerous before you’re ready.”

      “But I am ready,” Ciara said.

      Shade met her eyes. “Are you? When you awaken the draasin, do you know what will happen? Controlling the draasin requires focus and constant summoning, or you will lose the connection.”

      Ciara glanced at his hand and the way that he made small circles with his fingers. Was that him summoning? Was that the reason that he did it? The draasin had seemed confined, content even, when she had appeared, so it was possible Shade did manage to continuously summon her, and that was how he controlled the elemental.

      She took a step back, her legs feeling weak. “I’m sorry, Shade. I just wanted—”

      “I know what you wanted.” His voice softened, and the harsh lines of his face eased. “You don’t understand yet, ala’shin, but you will. In time, you will understand.”

      “I just want to help the people of my village,” she said.

      Shade met her eyes, and his piercing gaze held her with a dark intensity. Ciara didn’t want to look away, but she couldn’t help that she saw the draasin moving behind her. Had Shade summoned her? The great elemental lifted her head and made a point of meeting her eyes. Something familiar reflected there, and Ciara forced herself to look away, to resist the urge to summon the draasin again. Doing so would only risk angering Shade, and might even be part of a test.

      She sagged, her legs growing heavy.

      Ciara brought her hands up to catch herself, but her fingers felt numb. She looked to Shade for answers, wondering what he might have done to her, but his face was an unreadable mask. “My fingers…”

      “You’re tired, ala’shin. Attempting a summons on one of the draasin is difficult, especially when you haven’t had the proper training. You should return to your room and rest.”

      Shade watched her, saying nothing until Ciara started out of the room.

      When she did, he turned back to the draasin and the elemental lowered her head, cowering once more against the wall.
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        The Hyaln brought me along quickly. Shaping does not have to be done the way Atenas has long taught. Shapers must be tested and tempted forced to use power. Only then can they learn whether they have the potential. The temptation draws strength from them, whereas the training of Atenas only creates tentative shapers.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Damn her for not coming!

      Shade looked around the top of the temple, expecting that she would have been here, but she was not. As he did, he detected her elsewhere. He had grown closer to her in the time that she’d been here. That was the risk with what he did. Not only would she grow more attached to him, but he ran the risk of growing more attached to her.

      He had some shaping ability, enough that he could detect the water without a summons, and had long ago tied himself to her, holding an awareness of her heartbeat as he moved about the temple. And now her pulse quickened, but she was not where he expected to find her. Instead, she was several floors away. Near the draasin.

      Shade descended through the temple, ready to snap. After she had escaped the temple, he had known there was a setback, but this was too much. He wouldn’t be able to control her, and if he couldn’t, it meant that the others would come. And then they would assume control of her training. Doln was almost ready. Another week and he could use her in the training, but not if he lost her to them.

      He began his summons as he reached the door to the draasin, pulling on both fire—fearing that she might have managed to separate his summons—and readying a summons of night. Already he had used the latter on her more than he thought would be safe to maintain the continuity of his training—breaking really—but anything else ran the risk of losing her. The more that he worked with her, the more that he understood just how talented that she was, the more he was determined to overcome her resistance. She really would be his greatest accomplishment.

      Shade stepped to the door and touched it with a shaping. She shouldn’t have been able to open this, should she? He suspected that she had some ability with shaping, but she hadn’t shown it in the time that she’d been in the temple.

      When he opened the door, he found her, with the draasin focused on her.

      She had severed his summons.

      With a snap, he drew the draasin’s attention back to him. It would not do any good if she were to realize she could control the draasin. Not at all. She might begin to question, and questions led to other issues that there wasn’t the time for.

      The ala’shin started to back up, into him. With a summons of night, he sent it surging through her, starting with her fingers and then moving to her legs.

      Had he failed? Had everything that he’d hoped to gain from her failed him?

      No! She could be salvaged. She had to be salvaged.

      She dared to apologize to him, as if she could apologize for defying him like this.

      “I warned you not to summon the draasin.” He spoke softly. He struggled to shake off the anger, attempting to suppress it from her, but he wasn’t sure that he succeeded.

      He lost track of what she said next, not that it mattered. She had defied him.

      Perhaps he could still salvage something of this, but it would take time for him to sort it out. With a heavier draw on night, he pulled more of the darkness, feeding it into her.

      He could see it as it settled through her, as she began to fade, her fingers growing numb and her legs weighing more than they should. She wouldn’t understand what he did—or why—but one day she would thank him. When she understood the balance, and her role in it, she would be a force that would have to be accounted for.

      But that would take time. For now, she would have to return to her room.

      “You’re tired,” he heard himself saying.

      She left him, and he turned to the draasin, calling to the damned beast, forcing it to hold his attention. With a summons to the night, one so deep that he had to open himself up to it and welcome the cold once more, he layered that upon the draasin. He would not have this creature risking what he made. Already he had risked too much.

      The summons with the draasin took a long time, too long.

      When it was done, he realized that something was not quite right. With his connection to the ala’shin, he recognized that she had not returned to her room. Instead, she had gone somewhere else.

      Someplace she was not to have gone.

      “No,” he whispered, turning to the door.

      As he did, he could swear the draasin laughed at him.
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        Even if we had more time, I don’t know that I would train the young any differently.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Ciara did not return to her room, not at first.

      Her legs were heavy, and she struggled with the stairs as she made her way down, but with the sudden numbness returning to her fingers, the same as happened to Sinsa, only moments after Shade had found her with the draasin, she knew he was responsible for it. She had managed to summon the draasin without any fatigue. When she’d summoned earth to hide her along the way, she had no fatigue. That wasn’t the reason that her fingers didn’t work.

      She squeezed them together, trying to get blood to flow back into them. She needed some feeling, something so she could hide if needed. Her legs didn’t work as they should either, and she suspected that was from whatever Shade had done to her as well.

      But what was it?

      Could he use a summoning against her? What reason would he have other than the fact that she had defied him? That didn’t seem like the kind of thing that he would do, but then there had been real anger in his eyes when he found her.

      She didn’t want to return to her room. She didn’t want to rest.

      But where could she go?

      For a moment, she thought of going to Sinsa, to share what had happened, but what would she be able to do? With her fingers equally numb, and with her skill less than Ciara’s, she wouldn’t be able to perform a summons.

      Yet she wanted to know. Where in the tower could she go to learn why Shade might torment her like this?

      The answer came to her like a voice in her head, one that reminded her of the strange lizard from her dreams, and one that she had never considered before: she could go to his room. There had to be something there, some answer, and she would find it. And then… then she would return to Rens.

      Ciara stumbled, holding onto the wall as she made her way down the stairs. She reached the level where she thought she would find Shade’s rooms and staggered down the hall, hurrying as quickly as she could now, fearing what would happen were she too slow. Shade might find her, and then… she didn’t know what he would do.

      She almost turned back. She risked his willingness to teach by coming this way, by ignoring what he asked of her, but then, hadn’t she risked that by going to see the draasin?

      And what did she really risk? He might have taught her how to summon the elementals, and she had gained great strength in it, but she hadn’t learned how to control the draasin. If she hadn’t learned that, what else might she be unprepared for?

      How could she really be ready to summon the night?

      Steeling her resolve, Ciara pushed forward. Each step felt awkward, as if her legs worked less and less well, almost as if she weren’t meant to make it down the hall. Would she even have made it to her room had she tried, or would she have passed out on the floor?

      The answer didn’t come, and for that reason, she continued on.

      There was only one door on this floor. Ciara had never come here, had never been asked to come, and Shade had hinted that she should not attempt to do so, so she wasn’t sure what to expect. The door at the end of the short hall was stout, and shapes were carved into it, striking a memory Ciara thought she should have. The memory faded, like so much else while she was in the tower.

      She tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Leaning against it, she realized she needed to return. Staying here opened her to more difficulty, and she still had enough strength in her legs to crawl down the hall, where she could reach the stairs at least. If Shade found her there, at least she had an explanation, and she wouldn’t have to tell him that she’d tried coming to his room.

      But she wanted to get to the other side of this door.

      The shapes reminded her of those that she’d seen in her village, but more than that, they reminded her of what she’d seen in her dreams. Could she summon the elementals into them?

      How, when she could barely move her legs and her fingers?

      She slapped her hand on the door and held the intent in her mind. As she did, she visualized her fingers moving, trying to get them to make the shape that she needed for the summons, but her fingers didn’t work.

      Power still surged.

      Ciara blinked. Had she summoned without using the pattern for summoning?

      She tried again, holding the intent in her mind, this time using earth. She visualized what she needed her fingers to do. They didn’t work, but there came a steady rumble as earth answered.

      One of the shapes on the door flashed, but none of the others reacted.

      Ciara tried again, but this time, as she held the intent in her mind, she focused on forming a summons of each of the different elementals, drawing on each of the elements. Were she using a physical summons, she wouldn’t be able to do it. Her fingers, even when not numb as they were now, wouldn’t work to make such a summons all at once. Even in her mind, she struggled. The summons required something like splitting her focus, a division of her mind, so that she could demand each of the elementals respond.

      She thought she heard sound on the stairs. If this failed, she would be stuck trying to explain to Shade what she had been doing. She could claim confusion, or weakness, or any number of things, but she wondered if he would believe it. He seemed to see through her when she tried deceiving him. And worse, she feared angering him, leaving him to attack her as he had Sinsa.

      She held onto the intent of the summons.

      There came a surge of power, this time from each of the elements, drawn from nameless elementals around her.

      The patterns on the door flashed, and then it clicked open.

      Ciara fell inside and hurriedly pushed the door closed.

      Darkness surrounded her. In that moment, she feared she had made a grave mistake and that she should have considered what—or who—might be on the other side of the door. There had to be others Shade worked with, other instructors much like him. She might not have seen students other than Sinsa and Doln, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t here, in another part of the tower, perhaps one she couldn’t access.

      She rolled onto her back, frozen for a moment. If the sound she’d heard in the hall had come from Shade, he wouldn’t be long before he made his way down here. He would find her, and she would have no explanation about how she managed to get inside.

      But maybe this was a test. Knowing what she did about Shade, it was possible he wanted to test whether she could reach the inside of this room. It had required a summons unlike anything that she’d ever attempted and was possible that he intended for her to try, but she didn’t think so. He hadn’t taught her anyway to summon more than one elemental at a time. In fact, hadn’t he made a point of telling her that it wasn’t possible to work more than one summons at a time? Was he keeping something from her, or was it only a test?

      She crawled to her knees and moved forward. A soft white light glowed near the back of the room, one that reminded her in some ways of the greenish hue. But this was different, more like a pure light, one that had less of the sickly sense of the green.

      Ciara made her way toward it.

      A table blocked her way so she weaved around it. Then she came upon a cot.

      She grasped the edge of the cot and pulled herself up.

      Ciara gasped. Lying on the cot was Doln.

      He wasn’t supposed to be in the tower any longer. Sinsa told her that Doln had returned home. Why was he here? And what had happened to him?

      He didn’t move, and his arms lay straight against his sides, as if rigid. Strangely, his eyes were open but glassy.

      “Doln,” she whispered. Ciara hesitated to speak too loudly, not wanting to draw any attention. If Shade somehow knew she’d made it into his room, she would be caught in a matter of moments. And she could barely summon so there would be nothing she could do…

      But that wasn’t quite right. She could summon, and using a technique he hadn’t taught her.

      What if she shared that with him? How much more might he teach? Would she be able to reach the draasin? Would he help her summon the night?

      Did she want to?

      A voice in her mind warned against that. Strangely, the voice reminded her of the lizard, though why should that be?

      Doln didn’t answer.

      She touched his shoulder and wanted to squeeze, but her fingers didn’t work. She pressed on him, trying to move him, but that didn’t work either. He needed help, but not the kind of help she could offer.

      Ciara left him, determined to come back.

      The white light drew her attention, and she continued toward it. What was it? What would glow so softly in this room?

      Not only glowing but pulsing. The longer she was here, the more she was certain of it. Almost as if the light beat in time with her heartbeat. Were she a stronger water senser—and in the dreams, she had been a stronger water senser—she might be able to determine whether it was timed to her heartbeat.

      Her legs felt even weaker. Now not only her fingers but her entire hand and arm felt numb, flopping uselessly. In another moment or two, she wouldn’t be able to reach the glowing light. Worse, in those moments, she would be trapped here, stuck no differently than Doln.

      She lunged forward, pushing with what remained of her strength and ability to move.

      A sound came from the far side of the door.

      Ciara tensed. Her heart hammered.

      Power began to build, but not a summons. This was different, and she wasn’t sure why she should feel it.

      Shade came. She knew that he did.

      Ciara hurried forward, but there was a burst of air movement that told her that the door opened.

      She couldn’t move. Her body didn’t work. And the light was there, right out of reach, right where she longed to touch it.

      A shadow loomed in front of her, and Ciara looked up.

      Shade stood in front of her. He didn’t bother to hide his furious anger.

      Ciara tried to move but couldn’t. Nothing worked.

      She was trapped. Helpless. Stuck here the same as Doln. And given the rage evident on Shade’s face, and the increasing numbness throughout her body, she knew that she was never going to return home to Rens.
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        I regret the need to send shapers to battle Rens. If we did not, Rens would have destroyed us completely. I understood the outside influence too late. Now, I only intend to hold back the tainted elementals, but even that requires more lives than we possess.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The spirit stick glowed softly with Alena’s shaping. It made a brighter glow than any others she had managed to create. This particular spirit stick was made of gleaming steel, much like her sword, and the markings ran along both sides of the metal.

      Alena hadn’t been certain she would be able to recreate the spirit stick but had been willing to try. Now they had five spirit sticks and twice as many rings. Each of them wore a ring or bracelet, protecting them from spirit shapings. When Bayan had slipped hers on, a sense of relief had seemed to wash over her. It had only grown stronger with each attempt to shape her with spirit. When each failed, she had finally started to seem relaxed.

      “I don’t hear it,” she admitted to Alena.

      “You heard it before?”

      She nodded. “It’s all around in Atenas, like a low hum. I couldn’t get it out of my mind. But now it’s gone. I don’t hear it anymore.”

      Alena handed the spirit stick over to her, this one with an extra line of marks. “And with this, we should be able to attack the darkness like I did the first night we felt it.”

      Bayan sighed. “I don’t want to attack anything. I just want to keep from getting called by it. If this works…”

      “We’re in Atenas to help others,” Alena reminded her. In some ways, she felt as if she should no longer be Bayan’s instructor, not when they were outside the barracks, but Bayan still needed guidance, and in some ways, she needed it more now that she had returned from whatever Tenebeth had done to her.

      “That’s why you’re here,” Bayan said.

      Alena took the length of steel back from Bayan. This could be sharpened and placed on a hilt, and she might be able to use a blade like this in some way and keep with her at all times, a spirit stick she could hide.

      There was a blacksmith at the barracks, but she didn’t know of anyone in Atenas she could trust.

      “I’m here because Cheneth asked me to come. I’m here because I recognize there is something happening here that we can be a part of stopping. And I’m here because I failed to help Ciara.”

      “You can’t blame yourself,” Bayan said. “If it was Tenebeth—”

      “That’s the problem. I’m not sure it was Tenebeth. They attacked in a way I have never seen, and with power I have never experienced. And the only person we knew of who could suppress Tenebeth is gone. We can’t lose Atenas to darkness as well. Not when something greater threatens us all.”

      Bayan stared at the small rod she’d claimed as her spirit stick. It was wider and thicker than the others but had the same series of patterns along it. She said nothing, turning it over in her hand. “We don’t know what is coming,” Bayan said softly. “Cheneth doesn’t even know.”

      “You can’t know that,” she said.

      “I know what I’ve seen.” Bayan looked up from fidgeting with the spirit stick and met Alena’s eyes. “He would never have left the barracks if he knew what comes. I doubt he would ever have even come to the barracks in the first place if he knew. Whatever happens here, this is not something that Cheneth is prepared for.”

      Alena sighed. “I don’t think any of us are prepared, but we can’t sit back and do nothing. This darkness, and whatever is happening with Tenebeth, have to be tied together.”

      “And if they are, do you think that we’ll be able to stop it?” Bayan asked. “Even with your ability to reach the draasin, do you think we’ll be able to stop what’s coming?”

      Alena tapped the spirit stick on the palm of her hand. “That’s why we have these,” she said.

      “And these spirit sticks will make a difference?”

      “Hasn’t the ring made a difference?” Alena asked.

      “For now, but what happens when the attack is stronger than what you can pull through this?”

      It was the reason Alena debated returning to the barracks. She feared the same as Bayan, but in her case, there was the desire to find out what more they could do that would help protect the city. Cheneth might be able to do something, and if he couldn’t, then they needed to gather those within the barracks to return to the city. They might have been there ostensibly to hunt draasin, but they were shapers with more skill than most, and they could leverage that strength and use it to protect the people and shapers of Atenas.

      “That’s when we get help,” Alena answered.

      “If it’s not too late.”

      Someone knocked on the door. It swung open with sudden force.

      Alena leaped to her feet, the spirit stick thrust out in front of her, and pointed toward the door, readying a shaping.

      Wansa stood in the door, her eyes wide and a satisfied smile on her face.

      “What is it?” Alena asked.

      Wansa glanced from Alena to Bayan. In the days since Alena had released the strange film from her mind, Wansa had seemed a different person. Sprier, and full of anger and a desire to do anything she could to end the infiltration of the council. That should have been a warning for Alena.

      “I have used this on the others of the council.” She held the original spirit stick out from her, clutched tightly in her hand.

      Alena glanced to Bayan. “You did what?”

      “The council. I would not have the Seat compromised. I have used this on the council so that we can free them from the taint that lies on their minds.”

      “Stars,” Bayan whispered. “We have to get back to the barracks.”

      Alena looked at her and held her eyes. “Can you go for Cheneth? This escalated faster than I was expecting. Tell him that we need his ability.”

      Wansa’s victorious smile faded. “What is it? Why are you acting like this was a mistake?”

      “Because it is a mistake,” Alena said. “We’ve been working in shadows of our own, and now you’ve revealed we know about them. I think Margo already suspected. When I went before the council, she attempted to shape me—at least, I think it was her. But now the others will know about us. Whatever they intend will escalate, especially if they know that you’ve discovered them.”

      “The Seat will not be abused by those not of Atenas,” Wansa said. She jabbed with the spirit stick to emphasize each word.

      “Fine, but we have to be ready for—”

      An explosion came from somewhere outside the tower, from out in the city.

      “For that,” Bayan said softly.

      She went to the window, pulling it open. The evening air was crisp, almost cold, and gusted into the room. Bayan turned to Alena, the concern plain on her face, and shook her head.

      “Return to the barracks,” Alena said to her. That was the only thing that Bayan could do. With what she had gone through, and the concern that she had for getting drawn back into the darkness, Bayan would not be of much use to them.

      Bayan stood on the edge of the window and then shaped herself out and into the night without another word. There was nothing she would have been able to say—nothing that she could have said—that would have mattered with what needed to happen.

      Another explosion sounded, this time closer to the tower.

      “Why would they attack now?” Wansa asked.

      “You know who they are. And you have a way to protect yourself,” Alena said.

      They needed help from others, but how? Alena had counted on having time to understand what they might be after, the same time she could discover some way of disposing of them, but now they would have to act quickly and at night, a time that seemed to be better suited for the dark magic they preferred. Was there anything they’d be able to do? Would the spirit sticks—and those who had barely managed to learn how to use them—be enough to withstand whatever attack was coming?

      They had to be.

      She glanced out the window and down into the street. There, as she feared, the dense dark fog had already begun to appear, moving like something alive. They would have to find the shapers responsible and somehow find a way to stop them with the shaping sticks that they possessed.

      But the last time that she’d tried, the shaping stick hadn’t been enough for her to withstand it. Would this time be any different? There would be more of them, but that might not be enough.

      The power of the elementals could help, but she didn’t dare risk calling to the draasin and asking for help, even if they would answer. Doing that only put the draasin into danger that she wanted to avoid.

      “Find Oliver,” she said to Wansa. “We need as much help as we can.”

      “And what of you?” Wansa asked.

      Alena stood at the edge of the window, fear fluttering in her chest. What else could she do but fight? Atenas might not be her home as it once was, but she still belonged to Atenas, and to the Order. That much hadn’t changed.

      She held the spirit stick that looked so much like a sword blade.

      Unsheathing her sword, she used a shaping of fire—one with nearly as much precision and intensity as she had used on Wansa’s mind to remove the film, and cut the blade off her sword. She took the spirit stick, and with another shaping of fire, fused the steel to the hilt. She used a shaping of fire, coursing it along the blade in waves that tied it into the hilt. She ran her fingers along the edge of the steel, pinching a fire shaping between them and adding earth to it as she placed an edge on the sword.

      It would have to do. At least this way, she could sheathe the sword and have the spirit stick with her and not fear losing it. Later, she would have to find a way to hone the blade better, and possibly even see if there was anything that she could do to harden it, much like Volth’s sword had been hardened by the draasin.

      With a sigh, she stood on the edge of the window and finally answered Wansa. “I am going to discover if anything I learned while in the barracks will help.”

      Then she shaped herself into the night.
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        Many think me coldhearted, believing me willing to sacrifice shapers for the sake of the war. They have never understood the fact that more is at stake than Atenas.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The cold air pulled at her, threatening to disrupt her shaping. She fought against the violent wind, putting more effort into the shaping than she preferred. This would fatigue her too quickly and leave her unable to force enough strength through the spirit stick. Now her sword.

      This was dangerous. Coming out into the night alone, trusting that the others would come to her and help, was risky. She didn’t know what would happen were she attacked. It was possible she would be overwhelmed by the shadows and they would force a shaping onto her mind as well. At least the ring should protect her.

      From above, she could see the way the fog swirled, filling spaces between buildings and slowly oozing along the street. How did she expect to find anything in that fog? How could she find the shapers responsible for it?

      Using wind was the first thing that came to mind, but with wind, she ran the risk of exposing she was here. Any shaping would expose her to whoever might be down there, so when she did something, she needed to be ready.

      She tested the sword—not a spirit stick, not now that she’d placed a hilt on it and turned it into a weapon. Shaping through it, she found that the doubled patterns, those on either side of the blade, allowed her to draw spirit more easily. Had she more time, she would have tested other possible configurations, determining what might help amplify her ability to draw on spirit.

      Spirit came to her easily. Really, she found it increasingly easy the more that she did it. The shaping required less strength than even the last time she attempted it.

      Thunder rumbled distantly, and she understood what it was they had heard. Not an explosion, but shapers appearing in the city. Reinforcements for these spirit shapers.

      Ter—and Atenas—was under attack.

      Alena took a deep breath. She shouldn’t be the one to lead the defense of Atenas. That should be the Commander, the man who led the Order when it went to war—which it had been for the last decade. But he had made himself scarce within Atenas, the council had been infiltrated, and few others in the city even knew there was a threat. That made Alena likely the only one who would be able to do anything.

      She unsheathed the sword. Somehow, it felt right holding the blade with marks for spirit etched along it. As she shaped through it, it began to glow. Alena smiled in grim satisfaction.

      Drawing on as much shaped power as she could, she began to pull more and more. The patterns on either side of the blade seemed to amplify the shaping much more than she would have expected, exaggerating the effect.

      Hope surged in her with the shaping. Maybe this would help her be strong enough, to be able to shape enough that she would be able to push back the darkness.

      Alena unleashed the shaping on the shadows below.

      The fog disappeared, burned away by her shaping.

      Alena smiled and lowered herself to the ground. Floating above the city wouldn’t help her understand where the shapers were located. If she could find them, and if she could manage to subdue them, she could end the attack before too many others appeared.

      Thunder reverberated through the city. Once. Twice. A third. How many times had she heard it already tonight? At least a half dozen. That wasn’t counting the shapers who were already within the city, shapers she still had to identify.

      And then there was the concern that those shapers could take the face of anyone.

      What if that was what they did now?

      They could kill—and then replace—anyone in the city. Only those who knew to look, and who had some way to pull on spirit, would have any way of seeing what they did and could attempt to stop it.

      Alena shivered at the thought.

      She held onto her combined shaping, pressing it through the sword. It required less strength than she would have expected to hold onto the shaping, and she let it slowly ease from her, sending the spirit shaping in a wide sweeping arc as she walked, parting the fog that filled the streets.

      In the distance, she saw another similar glowing light and realized that Wansa had started sweeping through the street with her. Was that Oliver with her?

      Alena leaped on a shaping of wind and landed next to them. Wansa’s eyes narrowed when she appeared, and a relieved expression washed over Oliver.

      “Balls,” he whispered. “This… what is this, Alena?”

      “This is the attack.”

      “And this is because I attempted to test the council?” Wansa asked.

      Alena shook her head, swinging her sword. “You had nothing to do with the fact of the attack. When I first came, I noticed there was something off. I’d seen shadows like this trying to climb up the sides of the tower, but wasn’t sure that was what they were. There was a night when I sought to try and stop it when it thickened into this fog.” She sighed. “So this is my fault as much as anyone’s.”

      Wansa glanced at the tower. “The attack was coming regardless, wasn’t it?”

      “What did you see with the council?” Alena asked her.

      “I saw… I saw that Margo obstructed my attempt at using the spirit stick. Lester is the same, but when I appeared and tried using the spirit stick on Margo, he started to attack me.”

      “Then he’s not the same,” Oliver said. “It’s like what Alena said when she healed you. There’s a film there. First, we have to find it, and then we can remove it.”

      “We’ll need him,” Alena said.

      “Blasted Commander,” Wansa said. “Were he here—”

      “Were the Commander here, we’d be in even more trouble,” Oliver said. “Stars, think of what that man has done in the time since he’s taken control. He’s only kept us in the war we haven’t been able to win, he’s sent our strongest shapers out to the border, where they remained housed in cities we secured long ago, and he disappears for such long stretches that we’ve now been attacked!”

      “You don’t think he’s with them…”

      Oliver glared at her. “How can he be anything else? Balls, woman, what do you think is going on here? Atenas is at war, and we’re woefully underprepared for it, especially now.”

      “What do you mean, especially now?”

      “Well, how many shapers remain in the city? And how many of them are shapers of power?”

      “There are the heads of each guild, one for each of the elements, and there are those like your Yanda who remained—”

      “Not my Yanda, but that’s not even the question. The question is how many warrior shapers, true soldiers for the Order, remain in Atenas. Not nearly as many as we once had, back before the war began. So many have been sent to the front, and many of those have been lost.” He looked at the tower and shook his head. “I can’t believe no one thought about how we weakened ourselves before now.”

      “That’s supposed to be the responsibility of the Seat,” Wansa said. “And we have betrayed the Order. We have betrayed Atenas. And we have betrayed Ter.”

      Alena pulled on another shaping of spirit, sending it through her sword. “Not yet. We can still overcome—”

      An explosion cut her off.

      This was a true explosion, not a shaper appearing on a bolt of thunder and lightning, and they were tossed from the middle of the street.

      Earth simply flung her toward a nearby bakery.

      Alena cushioned the blow with a shaping of wind, shifting it so that she didn’t collide with the force the blow intended.

      Where were Oliver and Wansa?

      The shadows returned, the cold fog creeping back up along the street.

      With a shaping of spirit, she dispelled the fog and the shadows, sending them back into the side alleys.

      She moved carefully forward, afraid to reveal herself too soon, but by then, it probably made little difference. With the sword glowing as it did, there was no hiding her presence.

      Rather than trying to hide that she was here, she decided to pull on even more strength of spirit. The sword bloomed with light, almost as bright as when Ciara summoned.

      A dark shape appeared in front of her. Alena felt it as a breath of cold air and felt the pulsing power from the shape. The ground threatened to surge again, but Alena tamped it down with a shaping of earth.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      The figure stepped forward. A woman, one with lean features and pale gray eyes, carried a short stick that she tapped into the ground. This was the same kind of person who had captured Ciara. Could she find out from the woman where Ciara had been taken? Was there anything that she could tell them?

      Alena sent a trickle of spirit shaping toward the woman and met resistance, but not before she realized that this was the imposter Margo.

      “You were killed,” Alena said.

      The woman stepped forward, tapping her short staff on the stone. Wind swirled, silencing everything around them, essentially trapping Alena with this non-Margo. “The other might have been.”

      “We know about you now. You’re no longer able to hide your presence.”

      The woman smiled, her mouth pulling in a tight line. “There was only a need to hide until we gain enough support. Now that we have…”

      She tapped her staff, and the ground started to part, splitting like some creature’s mouth opening, readying to swallow Alena. The wind pushed from above, and if she did nothing, she would be swallowed by the earth.

      With a sweep of the sword, she disrupted the shaping that held her and jumped to the side, avoiding the crack in the earth.

      There didn’t seem to be any shaping used by Not-Margo. Ciara had shown how she could call on the power of the elementals to power what she created, and Alena wondered if this woman did something similar. With the elementals, there would be no fatigue, no weakening, not like the tiredness that Alena would experience. She would grow weaker every time she shaped if she didn’t find a way to end this quickly.

      She maintained her connection to spirit. Losing that could be dangerous. If this woman could summon shadows and darkness—Tenebeth, in some way—there would be no shaping that Alena could prepare that would protect her, nothing other than the shaping of spirit that she managed to cling to through her sword.

      Could spirit defeat the woman?

      She attempted to shape it on her, but the other woman deflected it, not only resisting it but smiling as she did. “Interesting that you’ve learned spirit. Few ever realize there might be more. But you are inexperienced,” she taunted.

      A shaping flared from her and the ring on Alena’s finger went cold.

      The other woman frowned. “Perhaps not as inexperienced as I thought.”

      With a tap of her staff on the ground, she sent wind and earth attacking Alena.

      If these were elementals attacking, there was nothing that she could do that would stop them. Perhaps she could speak to fire if she attempted to attack her with that, but there were no draasin in Ter. Any that once had been here had long ago been chased from Atenas. The only draasin anywhere other than Rens were in the mountains outside the barracks.

      Alena wouldn’t be able to withstand the force of an elemental attack for long.

      Shifting her shaping, she pressed fire through the sword.

      To her surprise, the shaping exploded, fire amplified just as spirit had been by the markings made along the edge.

      Not-Margo took a step back and swirled her staff in a defensive sweep in front of her. The wind swirled and pressed the flames back.

      Alena jumped forward, carried on the wind, and swung with her sword.

      As she did, she hoped the steel would hold. She hadn’t tested whether it would work the same as her other blade and worried that maybe she should have kept the blade intact and somehow found another way to carry the spirit stick with her, but now there was no time for regrets.

      She shaped through the sword as she did, adding earth and fire to it, pulling back from the spirit shaping.

      When the sword struck, Not-Margo managed to block it with a sweep of her staff, but the shaping of earth forced the staff to the ground. Alena shaped earth, sealing the staff to the ground. If she couldn’t make her summons, she wouldn’t be able to attack.

      Not-Margo kicked at Alena, her boot connecting with the sword blade.

      Alena clung to it. If she lost her sword, she could still shape, but she wouldn’t be able to use spirit. The ring helped her resist it, but she feared she needed to do more than simply resist spirit. She needed to find a way to stop Not-Margo and then find the others who were already in the city.

      Not-Margo pulled the staff from the stone with an explosion of rock.

      She smiled at Alena.

      Alena pulled fire through her sword, ignoring the other elements, drawing strength from the hatchling back in the barracks. Flames that raged from the sword threw Not-Margo back.

      Alena didn’t wait and spun, driving the sword toward her again. Not-Margo managed to deflect it, but her staff splintered.

      Spinning once more, Alena thrust toward Not-Margo, but the woman disappeared on a surge of shadows.
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        I have always preferred to send shapers deeper into Rens to face the elementals and those within Rens who might control them. A tactic, and one that requires sacrifice, but I knew the warriors would be needed for something greater.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      “You disappoint me, ala’shin.”

      Ciara couldn’t speak. Her body didn’t work. Only her mind felt intact, and there was a growing sense of cloudiness there.

      “You were to have been my greatest accomplishment, and with such potential. I should have suspected you could shape before now.”

      Shape? Ciara couldn’t shape.

      “A shame you found this room before you were ready. I thought Doln would have made an excellent pairing for you when he was prepared, but he has resisted, much as you have resisted. I had been curious how you managed to resist me, but now… knowing that you can shape answers many questions.”

      Ciara worked her tongue inside her mouth and managed to free her lips. A voice screamed in the back of her mind, one that grew increasingly distant. She reached for that voice, something telling her that she needed to reach for it, that she had to, and held on.

      “Not. Shaper.” The words came out slowly and as barely more than a whisper.

      Shade leaned closer to her. “Perhaps not any longer, but you must have once had some ability. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be able to open this door.”

      But she hadn’t shaped. She had summoned… only he didn’t know how to summon the way that she had.

      Could she do it now? Was there any sort of summons she could work that would allow her to get free? Having Shade stand across from her terrified her. Memories of Sinsa’s bruising came to mind, but more than that was the quiet rage he carried with him. Would she end up like Doln?

      “A shame. Now we must start again. This time will be more difficult, but I think you will be worth it, though wiping your memories a second time might leave you with less capability than I would like. It’s a risk I must take.”

      Darkness itself seemed to reach for her.

      Ciara panicked.

      She held onto the white pulsing light, forming that as the intent in her mind. With it, she visualized the movements necessary, calling to earth and wind, begging rather than demanding they help.

      But why would they help her? She had forced the elementals to answer her summons, much like Shade intended to force her to do whatever he intended.

      A heavy rumbling echoed through the ground.

      The darkness receded a moment. “A shaping? Hmm. I thought I had separated you from that. It’s a mistake I will not repeat.”

      Ciara fortified the intent she fixed in her mind. The earth rumbled, and this time, she was tossed, sent flying, sudden wind catching her and tossing her until she struck the wall.

      Her breath was pressed from her. She’d lost control of the summons, and it had rebounded. Earth and wind went silent. She couldn’t move, and Shade stalked closer, now close enough that she could feel him looming toward her.

      Something had changed. The light was nearer. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw it pulsing on the ground, just out of reach. If she could only move her hand…

      Muscles worked for a moment.

      Her hand struck something solid.

      Ciara sighed. Light surged. And pain shot through her.

      Suddenly she could move.

      Her fingers were wrapped around something hard, with shapes etched along the side.

      A j’na.

      Her j’na.

      Light surged again.

      Memories flooded into her.

      Not dreams, but memories, her memories, restored.

      And she remembered what had happened.

      Little Light!

      The lizard. Reghal.

      She remembered.

      You must fight!

      Shade closed in, now close enough that he would touch her if she did nothing.

      She swung the j’na, at the same time holding onto the intent, using the knowledge Shade had given her and adding with it the understanding that she had acquired on her own. She pressed a request to earth, a summons and not a shaping, as she swung the spear at Shade.

      Earth surged, thrumming through the spear.

      He caught her j’na with his. Light flared from the end of her j’na and mixed with the greenish light that erupted from the end of his.

      “I see that you have been restored, ala’shin. Interesting. You will make a most entertaining puzzle to solve.”

      “I. Am. No. Puzzle.” Ciara grunted with each word, spinning her j’na and slamming it into the ground. Anger coursed through her. Shade had used her, had somehow done something to her mind, stealing her memories. But now they were back, and she would see revenge served.

      Light flared from the draasin glass at the end of her j’na, filling the room.

      Shade closed the distance between them, slamming his j’na against hers and pressing her back. “You might be a shaper, but I have known summoning for a long time. And the power of the elementals will overwhelm even your ability to shape.”

      Ciara used the lessons he had given her but added to them, splitting her focus as she used a summoning for wind and earth, mixing fire into it. Shade danced back, tapping on his fingers, forming a steady motion with them.

      Her mind began to grow distant.

      That was what he’d done to her.

      With a tap of her j’na, she overwhelmed his summoning. “I am no shaper,” she said.

      She lunged toward him. She couldn’t let him regain his balance, not if she intended to escape. And not knowing where she was, she wasn’t certain that she could escape. They had grabbed her while she was still in Ter, and had claimed Sashi as well.

      Ciara would need to rescue the draasin as well.

      Light surged from the end of her j’na, this time destroying the greenish light Shade summoned. He swung his j’na toward her, but she called to earth to strengthen her, and to wind to speed her movement, and even to fire and water. These were not demands, but requests to the elementals, asking for their aid.

      And within her mind, she felt the connection to Reghal. That connection was something that had been missing, an emptiness within her, and she understood that it had been him who had helped her with the visions. Without Reghal, there would have been no dreams, nothing that suggested that she was not where she was supposed to be.

      Can you help?

      Not here, little Light. You must get free. Then I can aid you.

      His voice was distant but stronger than it had been even when she first had been trapped here.

      She continued swinging her j’na, summoning the elementals, forcing Shade back.

      His smile faded, and his jaw adopted a determined clench as he tried to push her back, but Ciara fought with desperation and the aid of elementals she now understood better than she had before her capture.

      They reached the door, and Ciara brought her j’na down, flaring the light again. Shade pushed against her, darkness pushed against her, but her light managed to suppress it.

      “You could have controlled the darkness,” he said.

      “There is no control with Tenebeth.”

      Shade laughed. “You’re a fool if you believe that.”

      “And you’re a fool if you believe darkness can overcome the light.” She slammed her j’na again, and brilliant white light surged, filling the room with the force of her summoning. “Even at night, the stars burn brightly.”

      He started to say something but held back. There was another surge of darkness, one that briefly obscured the light from the end of her j’na. When it faded, Shade was gone.
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        I came to Atenas when the war had only begun.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Holding onto the stone was the hardest thing that he had done, but he could not let her escape. And she would. Now that she had defeated him—and by the darkest night, how?—she would take the draasin and escape from the temple. If he let her, then he would lose more than the ala’shin.

      With a summons into the stone, he whispered through the connection, his voice carried across the world to the other summoning stones. “She has escaped.”

      Three words, each one too painful to speak, but necessary.

      Shade waited, holding on to the stone, afraid to lose it. And he should have been free of the stone. That was what he had intended by now, but then, he had intended to have helped her reach a summons of night, to call on the darkness, to join him.

      “We are coming.”

      And with those three words, Shade knew that Sevn had surpassed him.

      All the planning that he’d done. Everything. Now it was lost.

      He didn’t dare move, not until they reached him. The ala’shin had already proven she could overpower him. He had made a mistake thinking that he had suppressed her, overlooking her ability to shape, but something else had happened, something he hadn’t accounted for. More than a mistake, he had assumed he had control when control was nothing more than an illusion. Didn’t he know that? Wasn’t that how he had managed to reach as high as he had?

      Damn her!

      When they appeared, they did so as a coalescing of shadows.

      It was a trick learned from a combination of wind and dark, one that required the summoner to submit to change, something few ever managed to achieve. There was nothing, and then there came the ever-thickening mist, the fingers of darkness that appeared.

      Sevn led them, and Haj came with him.

      He had seen neither since he’d brought the girl to the temple, determined to make her into the summoner he knew she could be. The others questioned because of Sevn, and now he had been proved right.

      “Where is she?” he said, appearing from the shadows.

      “The draasin,” Shade answered.

      “She is either recaptured or destroyed,” Sevn said. “There is no other option.”

      Shade clenched his jaw to keep from snapping. Already he had lost, regardless of what happened with the ala’shin. Better that they managed to secure her and bring her back into her training, even if Shade weren’t the one to do it.

      “As you wish,” he said.

      Sevn’s eyes narrowed. “If it were as I wished, we would not have gone chasing after her. She already proved dangerous before we ever found her in Ter. I’m still uncertain whether she could be controlled.”

      “You saw what she managed to summon,” Shade said.

      “Yes. And now she is trained.”

      “Not trained—”

      “Don’t,” Sevn said. His voice was soft, but there was a drawing power of his summons in it. The others with him all stepped back, recognizing the power. Even Shade nearly took a step back involuntarily. “You have trained her, or she would not have managed to defeat you. Now. We will find her. And destroy her.”

      When Sevn led them away, Shade could not help but fear that they still made a mistake. He had failed them, but there had to be a way for him to redeem himself. If he captured the girl, that might be enough.

      There was another alternative, but it would be tricky.

      As he watched Sevn lead, he wondered if he could set him up for failure, the same way that Shade had been set up for failure. If he could… Shade might be able to work his way back to where he wanted to be. A difficult game that he would play, but one that he needed to try.

      The alternative meant that the balance would fail, and if the balance failed, they would lose the ability to summon the night. Worse, they would lose control over the night. That scared him more than anything else.

    

  




    
      
        
          49

        

        

    
    






          Alena

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Atenas responded with war, claiming a Rens incursion. There was never any evidence for this.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena sent spirit through her sword and dispelled the shadows that had grown up around her. As she did, she saw destruction all along the street. Chunks of rock were thrown up, cobblestones set into the ground ripped free and thrown into buildings. Walls collapsed and fires smoldered. The stink of char filled the air.

      What happened while she faced Not-Margo?

      What of Wansa and Oliver?

      Alena carefully made her way down the street, hurrying toward the spot she had last seen either of them occupying. As she neared, she saw a body lying on the ground. Her breath caught, thinking that it might be either of them, but she didn’t recognize the person buried beneath a pile of rubble. The short staff the man held onto with his crushed arm was familiar, though.

      Not a shaper of Ter.

      Shouting caught her attention, and she hurried down the street.

      With a pulse of shaping nearby, a wall bulged and then started to erupt toward her. Alena caught it with a shaping of wind and pushed back and against it, settling it into place.

      There came another shaping.

      Alena jumped onto a shaping of wind and looked down. A smaller man crouched in the shadows between two buildings, more shadows starting to congeal around him the longer that he stood there. She sent a shaping of spirit at him, dispersing the shadows, and then landed in front of him.

      He smiled darkly as she did, and her ring flared painfully cold.

      Alena waved her sword at him and then leaped toward him, sending at him spirit laced more heavily with fire. When it struck, he collapsed.

      She paused to kick his staff from his hand and checked to see if he still breathed, but his heart no longer beat. Alena wished that she could find sympathy for him, but it wouldn’t come.

      Back on the street, she scanned for others. Someone had to be responsible for what had happened here.

      There was no one that she could clearly see. It was more than just shadows stretching across the night that obstructed her ability to see anything; it was as if the darkness itself had grown thicker and the night began to swallow everything around her.

      She neared the base of the tower but still she hadn’t found any sign of Oliver or Wansa.

      There came an occasional pop, the sound like a wet log snapping in a fire, and chunks of buildings exploded outward. Alena scanned the streets, looking for who might be responsible, but found nothing.

      Heavy rumbling thundered through the street, not quite the sound of a shaper traveling but close enough to make her nervous. If there were more of these shadow shapers coming to Atenas, they wouldn’t be able to counter them.

      Alena paused near the clearing outside the tower. The shaper circle was shrouded in shadows. With a shaping of spirit, she dispelled them, sending them scattering until they struck the tower itself and then faded.

      She frowned. Why should the shadows collapse near the stone?

      And why would they have focused so long on crawling up the tower itself?

      Unless there was something about the stone that mattered.

      She hadn’t had the chance to do much more than try to clear the shadows that crawled along the stone, but she had tried to dispel them with a shaping of spirit when she first encountered Wansa. Now that she was here, back in the night, she saw the way that the shadows seemed to writhe and crawl. Not only up to the wall of the tower, but as if they intended to crawl into the stone as well.

      With the shadows gone, she stopped near the shaper circle and touched the stone.

      The ring went cold.

      Alena shaped through the sword, pushing as much as she could through it. The blade blazed a brilliant white, and she unleashed the shaping on the stone, attacking the darkness that moved along it.

      The sword pulsed, the light surging, and then it began to fade.

      Blast!

      Whatever had attacked the tower was too powerful for her. More powerful than anything that she could summon through the sword.

      As she stepped back, a chill bite came to the air, one that she had experienced often enough that she recognized the need to fear it.

      Alena spun.

      Three men dressed in dark cloaks stood across from her. All carried long staffs, these much like the one that she had seen with the men who had attacked Ciara.

      Green light began to diffuse from the end of their staffs.

      She pulled on a shaping of spirit. Power again surged in her sword, and the blade glowed a bright white. One of the men stepped forward, tapping his staff as he went, the green light flaring more brightly.

      Alena started with him, sending her shaping at him, lancing it toward him with a sharper shaping of fire, much as she had the man in the alley.

      He blocked the attack.

      The others stepped to the side, flanking her.

      She wouldn’t be able to withstand all three. She might be able to shape spirit, but Not-Margo had been right—Alena was inexperienced. There was much about spirit that she didn’t know, that she hadn’t had the time to understand. And these shapers—or whatever they were—had experience with the darkness, and the elementals, that made them powerful.

      Alena reached for a shaping that would carry her away, drawing lightning toward her, for once not worried about whether she would harm someone as she did, but the shaping failed.

      The nearest man smiled.

      Had she seen him before? Were any of these the same men who had come for Ciara?

      “Where is she?” Alena demanded.

      The nearest man tapped his staff. The thick shadows that trailed from the end of it began to reach for her, and she flicked her sword toward them, dissipating them again. “You were there that night,” one of the other men said.

      Alena risked glancing at him and barely managed to deflect the darkness that he sent toward her. “Where is she?” she demanded again.

      The three began tapping their staffs at the same time. The rhythm ripped through her, making her head throb and the bones in her body ache. Her arm began to feel tired, and she started to lower her sword before realizing what she did.

      “No!”

      She jumped toward one of the men. If she fell here, she would slow this attack, give the others a chance to gather and hopefully give Atenas a chance to fight back. But it might already have been too late. The shadows ate away at the stone of the tower. She had sensed the way that the stone had begun to suffer, the way that it crumbled. Without a shaping of more strength than anything she had ever seen—and without the aid of the elementals—the tower would fall. Atenas would fall. Ter would fall.

      The man caught her sword with his staff, but the suddenness of her attack had caught him off guard. He took a step back, which gave her the time that she needed to press forward. Alena was more than a competent swordsman. That was one of the things that Cheneth had stressed, and when she had first come to the barracks, she had worked with her sword almost as much as she worked with shaping, challenging herself to face increasingly skilled swordsmen.

      She pivoted, turning the blade as she did, and sliced up.

      Her sword caught his stomach.

      His staff fell, but not before shadows began to grow around him.

      She stepped forward, slashing down with her sword. Two against one would make much better odds. The man had disappeared.

      Alena pivoted again, shaping as she did and ready to strike.

      The other two men converged on her.

      Both dragged their staffs as they did. She might not understand it, but their magic depended on their ability to summon. If she could disrupt that, she might be able to stop them. But that depended on her managing to control their summons.

      Alena called on wind, using a shaping to throw their staffs from their hands.

      With two sharp cracks on the ground, the lead man dispelled the wind.

      She tried using earth, but they deflected that as well.

      Fire. Given her connection to the elementals, it had to be fire.

      She pulled on fire through the sword, and it burst into flames, burning more brightly than it had when she shaped spirit.

      The lead man glanced at her sword, his eyes narrowing. “Perhaps we should have pursued her sooner,” he said.

      “No matter. We have her now.”

      Alena sent the shaping at them. More fire than she had ever shaped before streaked from the end of her sword. Heat sizzled in the air.

      And then it faded, the steady chill tamping it down, as if the shadows and the darkness intended to swallow it completely.

      Shaping again, she swung her sword, forcing earth and fire through the blade as it crashed down on the nearest man’s staff. The staff cracked and then split.

      She started to spin, thinking that she might actually be able to stop them, when something struck her back.

      She spun the opposite way but was hit on the other side.

      Pain seared through her body. She lost her shaping, but she managed to hang onto her sword, knowing that if she lost it, she would have no way of defending herself.

      The next strike caught behind her legs, and she fell.

      Pain made her vision fade, or was that the shadows pressing around her?

      It was the same as had happened when she had lost Ciara.

      Not again!

      She pulled on fire, sending it through the sword, calling to the draasin, wishing they could hear, that they could help. If her fire could push away some of the night and the shadows, what would the draasin be able to do? How much more would they manage than what she had handled?

      The men stopped hitting her.

      Someone grunted, followed by another.

      Was it possible that she had managed to reach them with her shaping?

      Alena doubted it. The attack had been unfocused and untargeted. There would have been nothing that it would have managed to strike.

      She heard a voice. Were these men taunting her, using her name?

      A hand grabbed under her arm, and she panicked, squeezing her sword as she swung out from her.

      “Balls, Alena!” Oliver snapped.

      “Oliver?” she whispered.

      “What else did you think?”

      A warm sense of water washed over her as Oliver healed her. Pain that had nearly incapacitated her, pain that had made it so that she couldn’t see, began to fade, slowly receding until it was no more.

      She blinked and saw Oliver kneeling next to her. He held a wet spirit stick in one hand, but why would it be wet?

      Not only wet, she realized. Blood.

      One of the shadow shapers lay nearby, no longer moving, the staff that he carried still clutched in his hand. She kicked at it, sending it skittering across the stones until it collided with the tower.

      Wansa stood next to Oliver. Her spirit stick was wet as well.

      “You killed them with those?” she asked.

      Oliver frowned. “Nothing else seemed to work. Almost as if they were protected from anything else that we could do. But with these… with this, I can jab them. Doesn’t take much shaping then.”

      “Hurry, Oliver,” Wansa said.

      “What happened to the two of you?”

      Wansa glanced back. “After the explosion, we were tossed across the street. Had it not been for Oliver… My leg…”

      Alena noted the rip in the fabric of her robe.

      “What of Yanda? Any word?”

      Oliver frowned. “Not from her. I keep thinking that she’ll turn up. She’s a clever one, that Yanda. Never know what she might be able to do to.”

      Alena could hear the anguish in his voice and knew he worried even though he tried to put up a confident front.

      “Were you attacked by others?” she asked.

      “Twice. Both times, there was only one attacker,” Wansa said.

      “Still took the two of us to defeat them,” Oliver said.

      Wansa nodded, her mouth pulled into a tight frown. “These spirit sticks are the key. I think you might have the right idea turning yours into a sword,” she said.

      Alena stood and took a deep breath. They needed to move before there was another attack. In the time that they’d been here, there had been another dozen explosions. If even half of them were shadow shapers appearing, then she needed to keep moving. Hopefully, Cheneth would arrive soon, but even if he did, there might not be anything that he could do to help when he appeared.

      She moved forward, shocked to see the entire street had been destroyed. Buildings on either side had collapsed, leaving a smoldering ruin behind.

      Atenas was falling.

      The tower still stood, but for how much longer? The shadows had weakened it as well.

      She turned back to Oliver and Wansa, only to see five shadow shapers standing at the base of the tower.

      She had barely survived three, but five working together would be too much, even with Oliver and Wansa to help.

      “We should—”

      The air thundered before she could finish. There came a flash of light. For a moment, she hoped it was Cheneth with others from the barracks. When the cloud of dust cleared, she realized that it wasn’t Cheneth at all.

      “Commander,” Wansa whispered as a shaping of earth pulled her from her feet. Another knocked Oliver to the ground. Both lay unmoving.

      Without saying a word, the Commander tapped his foot on the ground in quick succession. With a dawning horror, Alena realized that it was a summoning, much like the shadow shapers.

      The Commander had betrayed them. And he had come to see the full destruction of Atenas.
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        Countless lives have been lost on both sides, but I could not end the war, not once I learned what else we risked.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Carrying Doln through the halls of the tower was easier using a summons to earth. Ciara hurried, reaching Sinsa’s room and kicking open the door with another burst of earth. She cowered on the other side, as if expecting another assault.

      “Doln?” Sinsa whispered.

      “Come with me. We need to go.”

      “But Shade—”

      “I’ve held him off for now, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to do it if he returns with help. And I need to reach the draasin before he does. So if you want to go home, then you need to come with me.”

      “But I haven’t learned everything I came here for.”

      “You’ve learned all he was willing to teach. Look at Doln! This is what Shade would do to you.” And what he would have done to Ciara, had she not managed to reach her j’na and find a measure of recovery.

      Sinsa stared at her for a moment and Ciara worried that she wouldn’t come along, but then she nodded.

      Ciara ran down the hall, carrying Doln. Was there anything in her room she needed? Other than her j’na, she had nothing when she’d come to the tower, and she would leave with the same. But she would reach Sashi if she could. The draasin might not forgive her for what she had attempted, but she had to try.

      She took the stairs two at a time, racing up until the heat from the draasin pressed on her again. Ciara turned down the hall, relieved to see that the door was still closed. With a summons, she forced it open. Interesting how the summons was so much stronger when she requested rather than forced the elementals into it. And she didn’t have to use any physical movements when she visualized what she wanted.

      Sashi stared at the wall, unmoving.

      Whatever Shade had done to her remained.

      Ciara slammed her j’na into the ground. Light surged once more.

      Sashi lifted her head and looked at her with eyes that reflected sadness and a mixture of fear.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Ciara said. “I didn’t know. He took away my memories. He forced me to do things that I would not have done.” But that wasn’t entirely true. She had done what she wanted, searching for power, but so that she could serve her people and her village. That was what had motivated her when Shade had influenced her thoughts. Now, what would motivate her?

      Escape. And then defeating Tenebeth. No others would be tormented the way that she had, made to forget who they were, not if there was anything that she could do to prevent it.

      The draasin snorted.

      Ciara tapped her j’na again, this time, more softly. “Look. Light. Not darkness. I never managed to summon the darkness.”

      What would have happened had she managed?

      That seemed to be Shade’s goal, but he wasn’t like Thenas. There had been darkness in Shade, but he seemed in control of it, not at all like what she had sensed when she faced Thenas. There, it had seemed that Tenebeth had been in control.

      “Please,” Ciara said, tapping her j’na in a familiar rhythm. She added to this a visualization of the same, holding her intent and a request in her mind. “We need to get to safety, Sashi. I will protect you. I will not let Tenebeth claim you again.”

      The draasin unfurled her wings and shook herself, standing in the room until the spikes on her back pressed against the stone overhead. Her tail switched, slamming into the rock.

      “Please,” Ciara asked.

      The draasin lowered her head, meeting her eyes. A voice flared in Ciara’s mind, different than Reghal. Talyn. That is my name.

      Ciara.

      I know you, Little Light.

      A burst of white erupted, once more filling the room, but this time, there was no focus to it. It came not from her j’na but from everywhere around her.

      We need to escape, Ciara said to Talyn. Shade will return.

      That one is powerful, Little Light.

      Can you help us?

      We are bonded. I will help.

      Talyn lowered her head, and Ciara hurried to the draasin, settling Doln on her back before climbing on behind him.

      “Come on,” she said to Sinsa.

      The other woman—a girl, she decided—backed up, raising her hands in front of her and shaking her head. “I can’t ride on the draasin.”

      “You can if you want to return home.”

      “Do you command her?” she asked. “Shade always said controlling the draasin was one of the hardest summons. That was why he warned me away from here.”

      Talyn snorted, and steam erupted from her nostrils.

      “Not control. Not with the draasin. You can summon, and you can ask, but control with the draasin is an illusion.”

      The answer seemed to satisfy Talyn.

      Sinsa approached slowly.

      As she did, darkness began to seep through the doorway.

      Ciara leaped from Talyn’s back and ran toward Sinsa. She slammed her j’na into the ground in three sharp cracks, each louder than the last, and light burst from the end, pushing back the darkness.

      “Hurry! Shade returns!”

      It wouldn’t be only Shade this time. He would have others, possibly the same two he’d brought when he came for her the first time. And it was possible there were others.

      Ciara needed to return, to find Cheneth so that she could ask what had happened and find out how Shade managed to steal her memories, but first, they had to escape.

      Sinsa ran toward the draasin and climbed onto her back.

      The inner wall exploded inward.

      Ciara pushed against it, using a summoning of earth and wind, reacting as quickly as she could to keep from getting crushed under debris. With a summoning of wind, she cleared the dust from the air. When it settled, Shade stood a dozen paces from her, holding his j’na, now glowing a dark green. Four others stood alongside him, each with something like a j’na, and each with the same greenish glow. Darkness pooled at their feet, either summoned or directed by Tenebeth. Ciara no longer knew whether Shade controlled Tenebeth, or whether it was the other way around.

      Shade made a dozen sharp taps on the ground. Through the new connection to Talyn, Ciara felt the way the summons was directed at the draasin, intending to control her.

      Fight this! she urged.

      With our bond, he cannot control, Talyn answered. The draasin roared, and the sound thundered in the small space.

      Two of the men with Shade took a step back at Talyn’s rage.

      Ciara summoned earth, calling for help in opening a pit in the ground that swallowed them before either could react.

      That left three.

      They worked together, much like they had when Ciara had been attacked the first time, targeting her j’na, trying to keep her from using it in the summons.

      Then, she hadn’t known anything other than how to step in the summons. Shade had taught her enough to defend him. Would he appreciate the irony?

      She might not be able to use her j’na, her arm frozen in the air from competing gusts of wind that tried to pry her fingers free, but she no longer needed it for her summons.

      Visualizing the intent and the summons, she called to wind, requesting it to help her. Wind answered, coming slowly at first, but then with increasing force.

      Shade glared at her, but then his eyes widened, and she suspected that he understood.

      Talyn, would you help?

      The draasin turned to Shade and the others, and flames raced from her nostrils. Were it not for a quick summons, they would have been burned. Instead, Shade’s j’na was burned, and the others’ were as well.

      Ciara called on earth, asking it to open another pit in the tower, and they fell, disappearing.

      She raced back to Talyn and climbed onto the draasin, sitting next to Sinsa and behind Doln. Let’s go.

      The draasin roared, and with one more summons to earth to split the wall open, Talyn crawled from the tower and took to the air on a great flap of wings.
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        When I assumed the role of Commander, I discovered the elementals behaving in ways we had never seen before. There were many possible answers, but none that really made sense.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      The dark sky made it difficult to see anything. As usual, clouds obscured the night, blocking the stars. Ciara held her j’na overhead, and the light from it seemed to burn away some of the darkness, punching holes in the clouds that let some of the starlight—and a gentle breeze—through.

      “How did you do that?” Sinsa asked.

      “Do what?” Ciara answered.

      “That. The clouds. The draasin. Shade. All of it.”

      Ciara sighed. She felt tired but not exhausted, nothing like the fatigue that Shade always claimed came after a long day learning how to summon. Perhaps that was how he had controlled her, always forcing her to sleep, but that had been the way to her freedom as well. Were it not for the dreams placed in her mind, the memories that Reghal had gifted to her, she wouldn’t have managed to escape. He would have forced her to summon the night, and she suspected that she would fully serve Tenebeth then.

      “Summoning. I think that’s why he wanted us. We can summon the elementals.”

      “That was summoning the elementals?” Sinsa asked.

      Ciara breathed out heavily as Talyn pierced the clouds. Starlight suddenly burst around her, giving her a sense of relief that she hadn’t known that she needed. “That’s the elementals. Like the draasin, or the wind.”

      “But you didn’t use any summons. That looked like shaping to me.”

      Fas had once described the way that he shaped water to her, referring to it as a power that came from deep inside himself, one that required strength and energy. He told her how he felt weakened after he shaped and that it would take time for him to recover. What she had done, the summoning, hadn’t weakened her, not as Fas had described.

      “It was summoning,” she said, partly to affirm it to herself. “But not as Shade instructed. I was able to hold the intent as he described, but then I also added to that a visualization of the summons.”

      “You summoned each of the elements at once?”

      Ciara nodded, leaning over the side of Talyn as she glanced down at the ground below. There was nothing else, only blankets of clouds. With a soft summons to the wind, she asked it to blow through, to draw away the clouds. A cool breeze picked up, fluttering in her face and sending her hair gusting over her shoulders. Slowly, the clouds parted, leaving an expanse of faded brown below.

      There were other draasin here, Ciara said to Talyn.

      It’s possible. These lands have learned to summon many of the elementals.

      We must help them.

      Little Light, she began, twisting her neck so that one eye met Ciara’s. We should return.

      If they have been tainted by Tenebeth—

      There is nothing that you can do.

      I am not certain of that.

      Talyn stared at her and then turned away. Ciara detected her assent—but continued disagreement—through the connection they shared.

      She still marveled at that. The connection was much like what she shared with Reghal and allowed her to speak to the elementals, but more than that, it gave her a sense of them. There was power that she didn’t have to summon in that connection, though she wasn’t certain she was meant to use it. But it was the connection to Reghal that gave her hope for helping the draasin. Nobelas had proven he could help the other elementals and that he could heal the draasin. If that didn’t work, then Ciara would have to return to Ter and find others connected to the elementals and use that strength to try and strip Tenebeth’s connection from them.

      A shadow streaked below.

      Can you follow? she asked Talyn.

      The draasin turned, a motion that was simply a tipping of her wings, with her tail swinging out behind her. They dove toward the shadow, streaking quickly through the sky.

      As they did, Ciara began thinking about what she had done when she had prevented Thenas from attacking. That had been a summons, but now that she understood summoning better, she recognized that there had been no focus, not as what she would need to draw away Tenebeth.

      She needed light to counter dark, like the light she summoned through her j’na.

      Could she draw on that without standing on the ground and striking the spear?

      Why would it be any different than the others summons that she managed to visualize?

      Ciara focused on her intent. That had to be the first step. With that in mind, she created the image of the steps that she would take, mixing with it the snap of the j’na and the sound it made striking the ground. There was a pattern, one that repeated, and she brought this into her mind, holding it there.

      The end of her j’na began to glow.

      Ciara continued, pulling on the summoning with even more force.

      The other draasin appeared in view.

      Ciara stood on Talyn’s back, holding her j’na out, pointing the end toward the distant draasin. Is it tainted?

      In these lands, it is hard to tell.

      Will it harm the draasin if they are not tainted?

      You summon the Light. There is no harm in that.

      Ciara continued her summoning, letting the strength of it build. They reached the draasin and flew alongside the massive creature. As they did, it turned its head and started to shoot fire.

      Talyn turned, exposing her belly to the other draasin, catching the fire.

      Are you hurt?

      Fire does not harm fire, Little Light.

      They angled, turning toward the draasin, and Ciara pointed the j’na. She unleashed the light, letting the summoning streak across the distance like a bright explosion of white light, something that seemed to burn like the sun.

      The summoning struck the draasin.

      It shook.

      Ciara watched as darkness seemed to slither free, dropping away like something tangible.

      The draasin turned its head toward them and roared. Flame erupted from his nose but aimed toward the ground, not at Talyn. Then the draasin flapped his massive wings and streaked away.

      You were right to help, Little Light.

      We should look for others.

      How many others do you expect to find?

      Ciara stared at the ground, uncertain. She might have to summon them, to use a combination of the techniques that Shade had taught to draw the draasin to her. But could she not? If there was something that she could do, how could she avoid it, especially knowing that when the draasin were tainted like that, they served Tenebeth?

      As many as it takes.

      Talyn snorted, fire streaming from her, and Ciara sensed her approval.
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          Alena

        

      

    
    
      
        
        The scholars within the college refused to answer, which told me that they knew more. They did not know that I learned how to conceal myself so that I could sneak into the college. The college also believed themselves hidden. This was unfortunate.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Alena raised her sword, aiming it at the Commander. If she was going to fail, and if the city were to fall, then she would do everything that she could to stop the man responsible for it.

      The shaping built quickly. Each time she called on spirit, she became stronger with it, able to pull on more and more. This time, she sent a tight shaping of fire through the sword as well and unleashed it on the Commander.

      He raised his hand and seemed to catch the shaping because it disappeared.

      His eyes flashed with anger, and his jaw clenched. It was easy to forget that he was a young man, the same age as Volth, and blast it if he didn’t remind her of Volth as well. They both had the same sharp jawline, the same wide shoulders, and the same undercurrent of danger. They could almost be brothers. And to hear it from Volth, they had been as close as brothers once.

      The Commander tapped his foot three times, and the ground trembled. He made a small movement with his hand, and the wind whipped up, a warm breeze that seemed to come from Rens rather than the north.

      The ground shook, widening near the shadow shapers.

      It was then that Alena realized that the Commander wasn’t attacking her, Oliver, and Wansa. He attacked the shadow shapers.

      He unsheathed his sword and jabbed it into the ground. The hilt flared with a bright white light, much like what Ciara managed to do with her spear.

      Could the Commander summon the same as Ciara?

      That would explain why he had always seemed to be so powerful. But where would he have learned it?

      “You can assist or you can stand there watching, Alena,” he said casually.

      He tapped his sword again, and the light pressed back all of the darkness, blindingly bright. The ground cracked again, spreading like the mouth of an enormous snake, and swallowed three of the shadow shapers. With another tap, the ground closed again, crushing them.

      The other two shadow shapers moved quickly.

      Alena leaped at the nearest, realizing it was Not-Margo.

      With a shaping of fire and spirit, she caught Not-Margo and severed her hand. Another sweep and she took off her leg. The woman didn’t even have the courtesy to scream. She simply fell wordlessly to her death.

      Lachen had dispatched the other shaper and had him on the ground, about ready to pierce with his sword.

      “Wait!” she shouted.

      Lachen hesitated, a question in his eyes.

      The shadow shaper glared at her, but she ignored it as she knelt next to him. Using a shaping of spirit through her sword, she pierced his shoulder. “Where is she?”

      A dark smile pulled at the shadow shaper’s mouth. “You will never find the one you lost. She’s gone and will never return.”

      “Where. Is. She?” With each word, she twisted the sword, biting into his flesh with steel and the spirit shaping, but he still refused to answer.

      Lachen placed a strong hand on her wrist and pulled her up. A shaping built, one that flared his sword a bright white. She studied it, expecting to see markings that indicated that he had a spirit stick as well, but there were none.

      Could he shape spirit without them?

      Lachen’s face pinched into a tight frown of concentration. The other man’s jaw worked soundlessly, clenching as he struggled to resist the shaping that Lachen used on him. Then he stopped breathing.

      Lachen took a step back and shook his head. “He refused until the end.” He slid his sword back into his sheath and glanced around the city. “Too late. I made it back too late.”

      “Where have you been?”

      He turned his intense gaze to stare at her. “Cheneth must have thought to send you. Interesting choice considering the way you abandoned Atenas.”

      “I have served in the barracks. I didn’t abandon Atenas.”

      “Where is Jasn?”

      Alena debating answering, but this was the Commander. The way he had dispatched the shadow shapers made it clear that he still served Atenas… unless that was what he wanted her to believe. It was possible he only faked his service.

      “Test me if you must,” he said.

      Alena raised her sword and shaped spirit through it before settling that upon Lachen. The shaping delved deeply, quickly pushed through his mind, bypassing his thoughts and memories but making clear to her he hadn’t been tainted, not like Wansa had. As she withdrew her shaping, she realized he had aided her as she searched through his memories, guiding her quickly but not lingering.

      She pushed again, but his mind had closed.

      “Are you satisfied?” Lachen asked.

      “You aren’t tainted like Wansa was,” she said, “but that doesn’t mean you serve Atenas.”

      “And neither does your presence here, Alena.”

      She looked down at Oliver and Wansa. They both still breathed, but neither had moved. “What now?” she asked.

      Lachen shook his head. “Now that Atenas has been attacked? Or now the darkness has been unleashed on the world?”

      “Tenebeth was already free,” she said.

      Lachen tipped his head as he considered her. “Is that what you believe? A part of him was free. But with each of these…”

      “Shadow shapers,” Alena offered.

      He smiled. “Fitting. Well, with each of these shadow shapers, a little more of Tenebeth managed to escape. These fools thought that they controlled it, that they could control it, but this is not some elemental to direct.”

      “What is it, then? What is Tenebeth?”

      Lachen eyed the tower, his frown deepening. A shaping built from him and he tapped his sword on the ground. The ground answered with a soft rumble that made its way over to the tower and began to creep up the walls of stone. Lachen tapped his sword again, and the entire tower flashed a moment, light pouring from it.

      Stars, but the man was powerful.

      “Tenebeth. Voidan. The Lord of Night. Choose the name you would have for it, but it is the darkness and the emptiness, that which was there before creation, and before the light. And the darkness would return, Alena. It is up to us to prevent the return of nothing, to maintain the light.”

      “How?” she found herself asking.

      Lachen smiled, and she had an unsettled feeling looking at him. She could feel the overwhelming strength that he commanded, power that made what she was capable of channeling seem insignificant. But there was a reassurance to him, and she understood how this man had become the youngest Commander ever, a man who had managed to rise quickly through the Order and assume control.

      “Do you finally care enough to know?”

      “I’ve never stopped caring.”

      “Not about yourself. Or about discovering fire. But you’ve never cared about Atenas, Alena Lagaro.”

      She hated that he was right—and worse, she hated that he knew. “What would you ask of me?”

      Lachen glanced at Wansa and Oliver. “Many things, but the first might be hardest for you.” She waited as he paused. “I would ask that you sit on the council and serve.”

      Alena squeezed her eyes shut. She wasn’t sure that she’d be able to serve on the council, just as she wasn’t sure that she could not.

      “And the rest?”

      “You won’t care for that, either.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll need to continue to teach. We must have our shapers ready. The next battle comes soon, and we are woefully unprepared.”
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          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        If I could find the college, could the Khalan?

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Jasn paced inside the simple room that they’d placed him in. It wasn’t the same as the one he’d been given when he first came to Hyaln, but there still was nothing in it other than a bed and a basin of water. The other room had clothes Katya had arranged for him, but he’d preferred to remain in the clothing of Ter that he’d come with.

      He hadn’t seen her since she had been taken. But then, he hadn’t seen anyone since she’d been taken. He was held in this room, a prisoner of sorts, though he had no guards that he could tell. The door to the room had been sealed in such a way that he couldn’t easily open it, not without shaping it, and that would risk him remaining in Hyaln, he suspected.

      So he waited.

      With each passing hour, waiting grew more difficult.

      How long had it been since they had come for Katya?

      Jasn set his hands on the door and used a shaping of water to probe for a way out.

      The shaping was repelled.

      Now that he’d been here, he knew a few ways to do that. One involved summoning, but that would require that the summoner remain present at all times. That seemed unlikely. The other was a rune trap, but unless he knew which rune trap had been used, he wouldn’t be able to counter it.

      A shaping might be able to hold him here as well, but there would be some residual effects from the shaping, something that he could detect.

      What can you tell me about this seal? he asked water.

      Within Hyaln, the presence of water was felt differently than he had felt it in the barracks, or anywhere in Ter for that matter. Water seeped through the stone, moving slowly, methodically, but it also was there in the steady crashing of waves along the shores. There was power here, more than in some places.

      An image flashed into his mind, formed by water as it seeped through the door, drawn either by his connection to it, a shaping, or summoning. Jasn had found that sometimes they were all the same, at least the way that he used them. Especially with water. It was what made his water shaping—or summoning—so much more potent. And Rehnar had demonstrated that water could do much more than heal.

      It was something that he hadn’t given much thought to when he’d been in Atenas and then in Ter. He’d always used water for healing. Most in Atenas only used water for healing. Even when he’d gone to the barracks, there hadn’t been much that he’d done with water offensively. Jasn had always reached for earth or wind, even fire, though he wasn’t as potent with fire as with some of the other elements.

      Jasn recognized the image.

      Not because it was one that he’d used before, but Tobin had asked him to go through enough of the texts stored in the library that Jasn had come across it before. He didn’t know how it could be used, but knowing the rune trap meant that he could find a way to undo the seal on the door.

      Can you help me undo it?

      This is not water.

      Does it matter?

      With this it does.

      What is it if not water?

      Darkness.

      Jasn shivered.

      That someone would so brazenly use a rune trap for the darkness in Hyaln meant that the Khalan did not hide as he had suspected. It meant that Jasn was likely in danger. It meant that Katya was likely in danger, whether she knew it—and believed it—or not.

      He attempted a shaping but nothing about the rune changed.

      Would summoning work?

      He tried a series of summons, first earth, then wind and fire, but Jasn wasn’t nearly as skilled with summoning as Rehnar. He could use it for blunt work, but this required a fine touch.

      And if water wouldn’t assist him, if the connection to it wouldn’t help, then perhaps he would be trapped.

      Jasn sighed. There had to be a way past it.

      Ciara had managed to summon something that countered the darkness and Thenas. He didn’t have the same skill with summoning as her either, but he didn’t need to to free himself from this rune trap. All he needed was to find a small fraction of what she did.

      But what was it?

      Not one of the elements or elementals or warrior shapers would have managed to defeat Thenas. It had taken each of them the first time, shaping from all of them, to defeat Thenas and to help the draasin.

      Was there any combined shaping that he could use?

      The only combined shapings that he knew involved the warrior traveling. Anything else was not useful.

      But it was the only thing that he could think of.

      Jasn focused on water first, letting his awareness of the element fill him. Then he added earth. Earth was complementary to water, and an element that he had some skill with, making it easier to add to water. To that, he added wind, and then finally fire.

      He held this awareness within him, shifting it through different combinations of shaping, but none really had any impact on what he wanted.

      But all were focused outward.

      Attempting anything different, focusing the shaping inwardly, could be dangerous. Most didn’t think that shapings could be used in such a way, but his experience with water had taught him otherwise. He could be injured, but then the connection to water elementals seemed able to counter that.

      To get free, and to help find Katya, he would try.

      Jasn shifted the shaping and focused it on himself.

      When it settled through him, he gasped.

      Cold and hot mixed together. Pain flared, searing along his skin, and then deeper, as if into his bones and beyond. The pain prevented him from focusing. He began to crash, his mind failing, his body beginning to crumble.

      The shaping would destroy him.

      But then the elemental power again took over, surging through him.

      Water began to restore him as it always did, building up what he had broken. In the past, he had done so negligently, not caring if he lived or died, but this time, he did so knowing that water would help, and counting on it.

      The pain receded.

      Jasn was left with the awareness of his shaping. He clung to the shaping, forcing it through him, pressing with a kind of intensity that he had reserved in the past for attacks, only this time he attacked himself.

      Something shifted inside of him, and he had an awakening.

      As he did, he knew he could reach for more.

      Jasn pulled on that sense, not really knowing what it was, only that it was a part of him. With this, he sent it through the pattern on the other side of the door, the rune trap designed to hold him in place.

      Light flared through the edges of the door and the trap cracked.

      Jasn reached for the door and pulled it open.

      One man stood at the end of the hall, a long staff in his hand. When he saw Jasn, he started tapping it in quick succession. A summons.

      Jasn used water and pushed with the force of a river. The man resisted, but there was only so much anyone could resist of that onslaught. He was forced back and crashed into the wall behind him, where Jasn held him as he raced forward.

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “You have made a grave mistake.”

      “No. I think the Khalan have made a mistake.” At the mention of the name, at Jasn’s acknowledgment that he knew of them, the man’s eyes widened. Jasn used a shaping of earth and pressed down until the man passed out.

      He paused and looked around. Doors lined the hall, and he suspected that he was in some sort of prison wing of the castle. He used earth and inadvertently dipped into the strange sense that had awoken within him, and could tell that there were dozens of others trapped along the hall.

      How was it that he managed to detect so many? Had they been here the entire time and he hadn’t known?

      None of them were Katya. He moved on. He would return once he found her and once he knew what was happening here. A division within Hyaln, but had it become so stark that they would attack so openly?

      Unless something had changed.

      With the continued push from Tenebeth, things had been changing. The darkness continued to sweep over the land, growing more and more potent, to the point where the darkness no longer feared others knowing what was coming.

      That was what he needed to fear.

      Jasn pulled open the door and hurried from the hall. He couldn’t detect Katya with earth yet, but he maintained his awareness, ready to reach her as quickly as he could.

      As he did, he added some of that strange sense that he had deep within him, that sense of awakening that he’d detected. Without knowing what it was, or why he should be aware of it, Jasn let himself draw upon it.

      As he did, he felt a flash from Katya, almost like a sudden understanding.

      And he knew where to find her.

      He raced through the castle and reached a wide door with dozens of rune traps. None were those he recognized, but he knew enough about them to know how to press his shaping power through them. As he did, he tapped on his leg, drawing on water, and shaping at the same time. The door resisted him. Not until he added a shaping of that new sense within him did he manage to open the door.

      Jasn didn’t want to think about what he had managed. The more that he managed to use that awareness within him, and the more things that it seemed to work on within Hyaln, the more that he suspected that he had somehow awoken spirit within him. Had he somehow shaped himself to become one of the Enlightened? It wasn’t something that he would have thought possible, but then, he wouldn’t have believed it possible for him to summon elementals. For that matter, he wouldn’t have thought it possible for him to master the rune traps as he had.

      The other side of the door opened into a wide chamber.

      Jasn stopped. The door closed on him, swinging back so that he was left in darkness. Using a shaping, he added power to the shaper lanterns he sensed hanging all along the walls, and they sent the room into a bright glow.

      An older man stood at the other end of the room. Was it Jasn’s imagination or did shadows seem to swirl around him? The man stepped forward, draped in a long cloak. His eyes burned with a dark intensity and he surveyed everything around him as if expecting someone else.

      “Only you?” the man asked.

      “What is this?”

      The man stepped forward, his feet moving in something like a quick pattern. A summoner, then. Was he one of the Khalan?

      “This is the Varden. I would ask how you managed to reach it, but it appears that you’re not sure yourself.”

      Had the man managed to know his thoughts? Katya had done the same, and he wished he understood if there was some way to prevent it. It was another thing that he needed to learn while in Hyaln.

      “I’m not as helpless as you would believe,” Jasn said.

      The man danced forward a few steps. Be ready, he sent to the water elemental.

      “Oh, I should think that you are not helpless at all, Wrecker of Rens.” He smiled at Jasn’s expression. Other than Katya, he hadn’t thought that anyone had known him by that name here. But then, he wasn’t that person anymore. He’d told Katya that, and hadn’t fully believed it, but he did now. Much like he wasn’t the same person who once would have done anything for Katya. That man was gone. Dead.

      Perhaps he had succeeded in killing him when he’d been in Rens. And here he’d thought he had been a failure.

      “Why do you smile?” the man asked.

      “Because that man is dead,” Jasn said.

      “And that amuses you?”

      “No. It pleases me.”

      The man took another few steps forward. His feet tapped as he did, moving so quickly that Jasn could barely see it. If he summoned, Jasn might not be able to do anything to stop him. If the man were one of the Varden, a master in one of the areas, he might not be able to do anything anyway.

      “Why have you come here, Wrecker Who is Not?”

      “I’ve come for Katya. She is here.”

      He frowned. “Katya. We have none by that name in Hyaln.”

      “Ilyana. Issa. You may choose what you call her, or she may, but the person is the same.”

      “Is she? Are we not only the names that we give ourselves?”

      Jasn shrugged. “I’m not here to debate philosophy. We are who we choose to be, nothing more.”

      “And who do you choose to be, Wrecker Who is Not?”

      Jasn smiled at the man, focusing on his sense of Katya. She was here, in the room somewhere, shrouded from him. Ignoring the other man, he called on water, a summoning and a mixture of his abilities combined, and reached where he knew that she would be.

      When he tried to push past the shroud, he found that he couldn’t, much as he couldn’t open the door to the Varden and he couldn’t open the door to his cell. But when he added a mixture of that other, that sense he had awakened—spirit or whatever it was—he managed to disperse the shrouding.

      Darkness failed and fell, and then he saw her.

      Katya looked over at him.

      The man made a stuttering few steps toward. “Interesting. Few have ever managed to disperse the shadows so easily. I think that I’ll…”

      He looked up, his head cocked as if listening to something. As he did, Jasn realized that he heard something as well. A harsh and shrill cry, one full of power and rage and chaos that burned through his soul. The new awakening within him reverberated with it, as if attempting to answer it.

      The man glanced at Jasn and then Katya.

      Jasn felt a buildup of power and pushed against it using everything that he’d learned in his time in Hyaln. Shadows swirled around the man, and then, in a flash of darkness, he disappeared.
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          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        I have felt the touch of darkness and managed to resist. I attribute success to my training, but others would not be as successful. That is why we must be vigilant, and why we must search for those who might be tainted, even if they do not appear it. Those within Atenas are especially in danger.

        —Lachen Rastan, Commander of the Order of Warriors

        

      

      

      Jasn stood with Katya on the roof of the castle, looking up at the sky as dozens of draasin circled. They were nothing but shadows at first, but they swooped toward Hyaln, flying swiftly. Smoke and fire preceded them and every so often, their cry pierced the sky. It was the same cry that he’d heard when he had been in the Varden with Katya.

      “How is this possible?” she asked.

      She had been silent other than to remark on the fact that he had somehow managed to reach spirit. That would be the only way that he would be able to reach the Varden. The room was protected in such a way that only the combination of different abilities would allow entrance. That Jasn had managed to do it alone was unheard of.

      “I don’t know,” he started.

      He had seen one of the creatures before, the one Alena had called Sashi.

      And of the three figures sitting on the draasin’s back, he recognized the beautiful dark-haired woman in the center. Her bright eyes seemed to see him, and somehow he sensed relief in her.

      “You recognize her,” Katya said.

      Jasn nodded. “She is from Rens. They call them nya’shin.”

      Katya said the word to herself, a smile pulling on her lips as she did. “Who does?”

      “The people of Rens, I suspect. Why?”

      Katya shook her head. “Cheneth is a sneaky bastard, isn’t he?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “The term he chose. Yashin. One without talent.”

      “How do you know it was Cheneth?”

      “Because he was given the name here.”

      The draasin landed and Ciara climbed down. She looked from Jasn and then at Katya before starting forward hesitantly. “Jasn Volth. Are… are you well?”

      Jasn took a few steps forward and almost took her hands. The time in Hyaln had shown him that he had changed. The feelings that he’d thought he had for Katya were gone, but that didn’t mean his ability to care was gone. He still had that, and still had the same desire for affection. He had changed, but not so much that he didn’t recognize it.

      And he understood the feelings that he’d had around Ciara now for what they were. He had changed.

      He nodded slowly in answer. “How are you here? Who are they?”

      A few other draasin landed, and on one of them, he saw the old woman Olina.

      His frown deepened.

      “Ciara?” He reached for her and took her hand. She didn’t resist.

      Her heart fluttered, and with a flush of excitement, he realized that she felt the same as him. “That is for another time,” she said. “But I’ve found the draasin. Many have been restored. And the Wise have returned to Hyaln.”
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* * *

      Book 5 of The Endless War, Seal of Light, coming in December 2016. Sign up here to find out details!
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      Also check out Book 1 of The Shadow Accords trilogy: Shadow Blessed
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      The A'ras of Nyaesh have a terrifying reputation: skilled swordsmen, owners of powerful magic, and ruthless killers. When they kill her parents, Carth discovers her father has trained her for shadow magic she never knew she possessed.

      She must use those skills to stay alive, discover a way to find answers, and avenge her parents if she can. Only the discovery of a greater threat than the A'ras forces her to risk herself for new friends and a home she never wanted but now can’t imagine losing.
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