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        Those within Hyaln fear this reservoir of power, though they should not. How much do they lose not reaching for it?

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      A chill practically coated the inside of the tower. Shade ignored it, holding instead onto the sense of the summons, trying to prepare as best as he could for what he knew came. Sevn marched slightly ahead of him, his shoulders drawn back and with an arrogant tilt to his head.

      Damn that man for interfering!

      Shade had failed. That much he understood, but how? The girl had been wiped, yet somehow she had recovered. That shouldn’t have been possible, not with the summons that he’d used and the darkness that he’d charged as it swept through her. But she had recovered.

      Not only had she recovered, but she now possessed all the knowledge that he’d instilled in her. The training with the summons, guiding her as only one of the Khalan would have trained, left her uniquely equipped to face him. How had he missed that she could shape as well? Shouldn’t the darkness have shown him that? Yet it had not, and now she was gone.

      Worse, so were the draasin.

      Damn!

      Sevn turned to face him, a dark smile on his thin lips, almost as if the blasted man could read his mind, but he was no Enlightened to be able to manage that. Even if he were, Shade had long ago mastered the method of disguising his thoughts, protecting his mind from the Enlightened. All of the Khalan had; otherwise, they would have been discovered long ago.

      And it wasn’t that what they did was wrong. The Khalan chased power, true, but for the sake of understanding. Who better to rule than those with the knowledge and understanding of the power that flowed through the world? Not the fools who remained in Hyaln. They believed that there were certain powers that should not be touched, powers like the darkness that most didn’t understand, but powers that were meant to be accessed, to tap them no differently than they summoned and accessed fire or earth.

      Sevn stopped in front of a wide, ornate doorway. He glanced back at Shade once more, the smile still framing his mouth. “They are displeased with your plans.”

      Shade bit back the angry retort that came to mind. They might be displeased now, but had he succeeded, they would have been the opposite. Unfortunately for him, failure meant weakness, and weakness meant he was not fit to wield the power. Somehow, he had to convince them otherwise.

      “You know nothing of my plans,” he said to Sevn.

      Sevn tilted his head to the side, and the smile faded. At least Shade managed that much. There had been a time when Sevn would never have challenged him, a time when he recognized his place within the Khalan, but with Shade’s failings, it had opened up an opportunity for Sevn to wrest control from him.

      “It will be interesting to watch you suffer, I think. Perhaps I will ask to participate.”

      Sevn stepped through the door, not worried about whether Shade would follow. Why should he worry? What else could Shade do but follow him in? If he did not, there would be no place for him. Certainly not back in Hyaln. That was a bridge that he’d crossed long ago when he’d made it clear how far he was willing to go to understand the darkness and gain control over it. Yet that control had slipped from him, faded in some ways. Now he could still summon it, but he had no grasp on it as he had before.

      Shade gathered himself together and stepped into the room.

      After the darkness and shadows of the tower halls, the sudden brilliant light nearly overwhelmed him. Suspended from the ceiling, a massive crystal reflected glow from five different lanterns stationed around the room, giving light that was nearly as bright as the sun. Shade had to squint to protect his eyes.

      An oval table occupied much of the room. Situated around the table and seated at chairs so ornately made that they reflected some of the lantern light as well, were the Khal. There were five, each incredibly gifted summoners who had separated from Hyaln to create this place for true power to be understood. None turned as he entered, not as they once would have. Shade understood then how far he had fallen.

      Sevn stood at the far end of the table, his slightly bent back demonstrating his deference. He spoke softly so that Shade couldn’t hear—not without summoning the wind, and were he to do that here, he would be overwhelmed by the others. The rest of the Khal watched him intently. Sevn spoke for a few long moments before nodding in his direction.

      Shade straightened his back as he took a deep breath. He would not let them see him intimidated, even as he fought to control the fear fluttering in his stomach.

      Damn that woman!

      Had she only remained committed to him, and had he only been able to keep her bent to his will, she would have been a powerful ally. She had already demonstrated incredible strength, even without proper training. With his training, he had managed to guide her in ways that others would not have believed possible for one not initially trained in Hyaln.

      “Approach.”

      Shade shook himself to clear his mind and took two measured steps forward. He calculated the distance as he did, tapping his foot slightly as he dragged the other. A summons and one that would do little other than shield him with earth were it needed, but he refused to remain unprepared.

      “I present myself before the Khal,” he said, bowing his head respectfully.

      With the light from the crystal hanging overhead, he still couldn’t fully see their expressions, almost as if the light overwhelmed his ability to make out their faces clearly. Of the Khal, he once had considered himself the equal of two, nearly the equal of two more, but far below Ghalen, who led the Khal. Did he still feel the same way after he’d been effectively demoted?

      Why question his ability now? It wasn’t that his skills had somehow become lessened. He had failed, but he had failed because he had attempted to do what the others refused to try. There was value in that, and a lesson that he could take from it. Were it not for him attempting to train the woman, he would not have known there was some way to escape the shrouding used. That was valuable. The others wouldn’t know of it, and that was valuable. Shade had no doubt that he had been successful with her, but something had changed. If only he could understand what and find a way to use that to his benefit.

      “You present yourself because you were brought before the Khal. There is a difference.”

      This came from Shellay. She sat near the end of the table, her long, curly brown hair hanging below her shoulders. She was a harsh woman, and though he couldn’t see her face, he imagined her frowning. Shade had nearly the ability she possessed. She might be a skilled summoner, but it was the fact that she could shape as well that gave her authority within the Khal.

      “There is no difference to me. The Khal knows that I used my time to study.”

      “Study?” This came from Broyn, a wide-set man with a thick brow and dull eyes that hid the keenness of his mind. Shade had mistakenly underestimated him when they first met, leaving Broyn no supporter of his. “You have attempted to train those of Hyaln and beyond.”

      “I have succeeded in training those of Hyaln and beyond,” Shade said. He was careful not to come across too boastful, but he would not let them diminish the work that he had done, work that they had benefited from.

      “You are not here to discuss your successes. It is the failings that interest the Khal,” Broyn continued.

      Was the Khal to be led by him now? If that were the case, then Shade would have miscalculated by appearing before them with some confidence. Broyn might respond better to a show of deference, a feigning of complete weakness, though the others would not.

      “I think Shade is completely aware of his failings,” Ghalen said. He leaned forward so that the light didn’t catch his face with quite the same intensity, somehow leaving shadows lingering around the corners of his eyes. Shade almost took a step back as Ghalen’s gaze swept over him. Of all the Khal, he feared Ghalen the most. There were not many with the ability to summon without using movements, and Ghalen could generate multiple summons at the same time, almost as if he were a shaper. “Which is why he has come before us today.”

      Failings? The plural caught him off guard. Did they mean the fact that he had lost not only the ala’shin, but the others as well, or was there something else that he wasn’t yet aware of?

      “I miscalculated with the girl,” Shade started carefully. Best to portray honesty with Ghalen, even if he didn’t feel the same toward the rest of the Khal. “She managed to resist my shrouding of her past. It is a mistake that I will not make again.”

      “You will not make it again because you won’t be given the same latitude—”

      Ghalen cut Broyn off with a wave of his hand. “How did she resist?”

      Leave it to Ghalen to cut to the heart of the issue. The others of the Khal didn’t seem to share the same concern for the fact that the girl had overcome one of his most potent summonings. “I am uncertain.”

      Ghalen leaned ever so slightly forward. Now the light from the crystal caught his eyes, making them nearly burn. “You have used this summoning many other times successfully.”

      “I have. There was the shaper of Atenas—”

      “Who has been lost,” Kayla said. She sat near him and had been quiet since his arrival. He glanced at her, hiding the desire to sneer. She might be the weakest of the Khal, raised simply because of her past ties within Hyaln. Shade could out-summon her without much struggle, and she knew it, which was why she didn’t meet his eyes, even now.

      “What do you mean that she has been lost?”

      Using her had been his greatest accomplishment prior to the ala’shin. He had managed to keep most of her memories intact and had trained her enough that she served the Khalan, though she would appear to serve the fools in Atenas. If she had been lost, then he understood why Ghalen would reference failings.

      “Atenas has—”

      Ghalen raised his hand again, cutting Kayla off. “He does not need to know what Atenas has, only that he has not served his Khal as he should. Tell me what happened with your last attempt.”

      Shade carefully looked at those around the table before turning to study Sevn. The light didn’t reach him in quite the same way, leaving him less washed out as he stood back from the table. Did Sevn notice the discord within the Khal? Probably not. The fool had always desired power and had chased it too openly. Now that he had it, would he know to keep his eyes open and learn from what happened around him? Sometimes the greatest lessons came when he managed to observe while others did not.

      “The woman had been turned. I would not have advanced in her training had she not.”

      Broyn coughed, and Ghalen slowly turned to him, cutting him off.

      Interesting. What else might he learn here? If he were careful, he might be able to pick his way back to power, perhaps even to a better position than he’d had before. But he would have to pick his way carefully. If he misstepped—even a little—he ran the risk of lowering himself to a place even worse than he was now.

      Shade bowed his head slightly. A bit more deference might give him a chance to present himself in the way that Ghalen expected. Not too much—the damned man wouldn’t want him to beg; how could you respect a man like that?—but enough that he didn’t appear a challenge, not that Shade could challenge Ghalen. Yet. In time, that was what he hoped, but that day was far from now.

      “She had turned, to the point where I began to demonstrate how to summon the darkness. She had some talent in it,” Shade said, careful to direct his words to Ghalen.

      “A risky move, one that appears even more risky given what we now know about her.”

      “What do we know?” Shade asked. “She managed to counter the shrouding. None have managed that before. That she could… that tells me that she had help of some kind.”

      “Now you claim that another helped her?” Broyn demanded. “Did Hyaln help her?”

      “I do not think so,” Shade answered.

      “Then another. Is it not bad enough that you risked our position, but you’ve lost the draasin as well.”

      Shade hadn’t known that. It made his failure worse if true, but not something that he couldn’t recover from. He had to play it right, but he thought that he could find a way to work this to his advantage, even now.

      “There is another answer,” Ghalen said.

      Shade frowned, not expecting his help to come from him, but thankful for it nonetheless. Had Ghalen reached the same conclusion that he had reached, one that made little sense, but what else could it be?

      “I can see you have already considered the alternative answer,” Ghalen noted.

      Shade tipped his head in a slight nod. “I have contemplated what else could have happened, yes.”

      “And what have you come up with?” Ghalen asked.

      “For her to have help, it had to be external… or internal.”

      Sevn jerked his head up and glared at Shade across the table. Likely the bastard wondered how he had managed to twist this to his advantage. He had come to the Khal fearing punishment. Now all he had to do was complete the task, and he would be back on the pathway to his redemption.

      “Internal?” Kayla said. “That makes no sense!”

      “Many here have neglected the teachings gleaned within Hyaln.”

      “For good reason,” Shellay said. “They feared what they could control.”

      “They did, but that doesn’t mean that they know nothing about the power of the elements. There are other ways of reaching the elemental energies, ways that are even more direct than what we can summon.”

      Broyn slapped his hand onto the table. “Do you think that we should believe that Hyaln has managed to reach the elementals directly? We would have heard about it were it true!”

      “The elementals have been accessed before,” Ghalen said, “but they would not have managed to offset the summons to the darkness. I doubt that is what Shade is suggesting.”

      Shade shook his head. “That is not.”

      “Then what is he suggesting?” Broyn asked.

      Shade suppressed his smile, making a point of avoiding Sevn’s eyes. He would not gloat in front of the Khal. That would come later, when he exacted his revenge for what the blasted man managed to put him through. Now would be for explaining, and for bringing the rest of the Khal around to his side.

      “There must be an elemental that disperses the shadows, one that calls to the light. And for that woman to have escaped me, she must have connected to it.”

      As he stood thinking himself triumphant, he couldn’t help but note the worried frown curling the corner’s of Ghalen’s mouth.
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        The Khalan study the darkness, thinking that summoning of it grants control. They fail to understand control is only an illusion, and that dark begets the dark. Only through the light can there be true understanding.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The draasin crouched on the edge of the rock overlooking the sea. Waves crashed below, far enough that she could only see them as spray slapping against the rock, but not so far that she couldn’t detect the salt in the air. Talyn stared out over the water, the connection between the two of them stronger with each passing day, allowing Ciara to practically know what the draasin thought. Much like with the lizard Reghal, the draasin had a keen intelligence. Unlike with Reghal, the draasin sought a different approach to the conflict with Tenebeth, wanting nothing more than to destroy the threat they faced.

      She carries bitterness within her heart.

      Ciara looked over to see Reghal sprawled out next to her, letting the weak sunlight warm his side. In that way, he looked like nothing other than a simple lizard, not a creature of enormous power that had helped her stave off the threat of summoners trying to corrupt her mind. Without his protection, she would have remained with Shade, trapped by the seduction that he offered her, the premise of a past she would never have.

      You carry some of the same bitterness. I think that is why she chose you.

      I don’t have bitterness, Ciara told Reghal.

      You have not forgiven what happened to you.

      Should I forgive?

      There is nothing to gain by holding the bitterness within you. When you see that, you will be more powerful.

      Ciara let out a long sigh. Even were she to want to forgive Shade for the way that he’d used her—fogging her mind so that she forgot the person that she was, attempting to turn her into a tool of sorts for him—she did not think that she had such compassion. Were Shade to have his way, she would have served Tenebeth!

      Reghal licked her hand. Where the lizard’s tongue touched her skin, it tingled.

      “Fine,” she said, using her j’na to stand.

      Ciara stood next to Talyn, feeling the wind blowing through her dark hair, whispering around her cheeks, against her neck, carrying the salt of the ocean and a hint of power that she had grown to understand while under Shade’s guidance. As much as it pained her, she couldn’t deny the fact that she had learned much while working with him, had gained an understanding of the elementals and managed to find control that she had never mastered before. Would she have accomplished the same were she to have remained within the barracks? She didn’t think that she would have.

      You have done well, Little Light.

      Talyn spoke in her mind as she stared out at the sea. Did the draasin detect something that she could not? Was the threat of Tenebeth closing in on them even now? When she allowed herself to think about it, her throat began to close, and her heart sped, fear about Tenebeth overwhelming her at times.

      I have done nothing.

      The draasin fly freely again. The riders have returned. That is something.

      The riders. Now that Ciara understood them, she knew that Olina had once been a draasin rider. All of the Wise had been riders, but then Tenebeth began twisting rider and draasin alike, sending both into hiding. At least that way, they were not hunted as they would have been.

      Why did Tenebeth target the draasin first?

      We were not the first. Talyn twisted so that she could look over at Reghal resting on the rock behind her. You think that the draasin retreat, but nobelas came before us. Few remain when there should be many.

      Reghal came for me when Tenebeth attacked.

      I think he recognized that you had potential.

      What kind of potential?

      The kind that can pierce the darkness.

      Ciara sighed. She’d had these kinds of conversations with both Reghal and Tayln before, and had never managed to come up with a satisfying reason that she should have been spared. Were it not for Reghal saving her in the waste, she would have died from her injuries. And failing that, if not for Reghal, she would have been turned by Tenebeth. But the lizard had come for her and had rescued her, providing water and protection from the night. And for what? Because she could learn to summon the elementals? There had to be another reason than that. Shade had proven that others possessed the same ability to summon the elementals.

      Then why her?

      When she landed in Hyaln, she had hoped to find answers, but instead, there were only more questions. Jasn Volth was here, but then she had brought him here. His lost beloved was here as well, a beautiful dark-skinned woman she now knew to be Enlightened. While in the barracks, she had begun to think that she might be able to care for a man from Ter and that he might care for her as well. That faded the moment that she saw Katya.

      He is out there, Talyn said to her.

      Tenebeth?

      The draasin snorted, sending steam and smoke into the air. Not only him, but the other.

      An image formed in her mind that she recognized as Shade, with his bald head and pale skin, a man that Ciara hated, causing the bitterness that Reghal noted, but then, how could she be anything but bitter?

      Where is he?

      I do not see him, but I smell him.

      Ciara glanced back toward Reghal, but he had vanished. She wished that she knew how nobelas managed to do that, but he remained a presence in her mind. Wherever he had gone was distant from her now, though she sensed his approval as she contemplated hunting for Shade.

      Ciara climbed onto the draasin’s back, able to ignore the heat billowing off her scaled hide the more that she attempted it, settling herself in between a pair of thick spikes. Ciara had run from Shade the last time that she encountered him. This time, she would be the one to hunt and attack.

      She ignored the doubt that she felt as she signaled for Talyn to take to the sky. The draasin leaped into the air, her thin, leathery wings beating at the salty breeze, diving toward the water so that spray and mist rising off the heat of the draasin’s hide mixed together. Ciara clung to her j’na and focused on the intent of the summoning that she wanted to call, using water and wind and earth, splitting her focus as she reached out.

      Shade had once mistaken what she did as shaping, but that wasn’t what she did at all. She had a different connection to the elements—one that she possessed through the elementals. Without their aid, she had no ability on her own.

      As she summoned, she mixed with it the awareness that she gleaned from Talyn. The draasin had detected something and Ciara could use that, could borrow from it as she soared out over the water.

      At first, Ciara thought the draasin traveled in the wrong direction, but the longer that they soared across the sea, flying low over the water so that Ciara could see the blue-scaled reflection of Tayln as they flew, she realized that the draasin had detected something that she had not.

      Where is it?

      Close.

      Ciara considered returning to Hyaln. They didn’t fly toward Rens or Ter, but farther to the north, to lands that she didn’t know. For Talyn, such a flight was easy, but Ciara worried that they would get so far away that her ability to summon would change and that she would lose that connection to the elementals.

      You do not need to fear such things, Little Light. The connections are within you.

      Now the draasin seemed to know her thoughts? How deep would the connection between them go? Did it go both ways? Would she be able to reach for Talyn’s mind, connect to what the draasin feared and cared about, or would the draasin view that as a violation? The bond that had formed between them was too new for her to really understand, and the bond that she shared with Reghal had been weakened over time, held back by Shade’s influence.

      Land loomed in the distance, a swath of green and hard rock and even a snow-capped peak rising far from them. Ciara pulled on her connection to the elementals, holding onto an intent and using that as she summoned.

      The connection felt different than it had while working with Shade, different than it had when she was in Hyaln, but there remained a connection.

      Talyn turned, banking slightly and flying along the shore, though still far away from land.

      What is it?

      I do not know, Little Light. There is power there.

      Tenebeth?

      Perhaps it is Voidan, but I cannot say.

      Ciara tried using the connection that she had with the elementals to help her understand, but these were different elementals, and while she had some connection to them, it was not the same as what she possessed on Hyaln. Were they to land, she feared that she would be weakened and unable to use even a simple summoning.

      We should return, Ciara said.

      The draasin snorted in agreement.

      As they turned, heading back toward Hyaln, a power built behind them, emanating from the land. There was a familiarity to it, a sense that she had detected before, one that reminded her of the lessons Shade had taught her.

      He’s there, she told Talyn.

      He is there.

      We aren’t strong enough to face him now, are we? Ciara asked.

      That one is not alone, Little Light. If you faced him yourself, even you would be overwhelmed. If you choose to confront him, you must have help.

      Help. Would the others help her confront Shade, or would they see him as nothing of a threat now that she had managed to get free of him?

      So far she had not shared with the others—including Jasn Volth—what she had been through. Only Olina knew that something had changed for her, and only because Olina knew how little she had managed to summon before she had been captured.

      They needed to know what had happened. They needed to act, to search for Shade and the others with him, before he came searching for her again. It was time to leave Hyaln. It was time for her to find help.
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          Jasn

        

      

    
    
      
        
        I have not discovered why power has been trapped. Who has kept it from the world?

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Jasn sat atop the draasin as it swirled in the sky. He was perched between two spikes that burned his back, but he studied the ground. He felt an enormous, almost overwhelming pressure from the elements: mixed with the sheer force of heat pushing against him, that of the draasin and the fire shaping that came from all around, was the steady rhythm of blood flowing through the draasin’s veins. It was a powerful sensation, one full of life and vigor that called to him, as water often did.

      “You don’t have to hold on so tight,” Ciara said.

      Jasn eased his grip on her. She sat so easily and comfortably upon the draasin, almost as if she had been born to ride. Given the way that she guided it, he suspected that she was. “You make it seem so easy.”

      Ciara looked over her shoulder at him, the wind catching her waves of dark hair and sending them flapping, and smiled. How had he ever thought her young appearing? Youthful, but not young. And her eyes… much like the blood in the draasin’s veins, there was a bright light in her eyes that spoke of life and passion and vibrancy.

      “There is nothing difficult in riding the draasin, Jasn Volth.”

      “That is not my talent.”

      “It could be. The draasin tells me that you have much strength in the elements.”

      He studied the dark blue-scaled hide of the draasin, thinking how much his perspective of the beasts had changed in the last year. There had been a time when he wanted nothing more than to hunt them, to destroy them for what he believed they had done to Katya, but that was before he knew what he did about the draasin, before he understood they were intelligent creatures of elemental fire, before he knew that Katya still lived.

      She rode a draasin near them, the sun catching off her olive skin and her hair flying behind her. She gripped a pair of spikes and leaned into the draasin, eyes focused in front of her, but with her connection to spirit, he knew that she didn’t need to watch all around her to know. Spirit guided her, as it began to guide him.

      Jasn sighed as he looked at Katya, eliciting a raised eyebrow from Ciara. “You were offered the opportunity to ride with her.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not what I want.”

      Hope alighted in her eyes, but Jasn still hesitated, as he had in the week since Ciara came to Hyaln with the draasin. Desire burned in him for there to be more between them, and he suspected she shared it, but so far, both had resisted trying to create something more. With what they faced, it didn’t make sense for him to try to create something more, something that he might lose much as he had once lost Katya. Losing her had changed him, had turned him into a man searching for death. That man had died in Rens, but would the man he was now be able to withstand another such loss?

      She seemed to understand the emotion flickering through his mind and offered a smile, but said nothing.

      When Ciara turned forward once more, he kept his hands on her sides, holding her with a relaxed grip, simply enjoying the warmth and the presence of her body against his.

      When they reached the barracks, all of that would change. It would have to change.

      Cheneth had sent him to Hyaln to learn what he could, to see if there might be anything that Jasn could do that would help understand a way to defeat Tenebeth. Had Cheneth known that Jasn would learn to reach spirit? The old man was crafty, and also Enlightened, so it was possible that he had sensed something within Jasn that was like him, much like it was possible that he wanted Jasn to visit Hyaln in the hope of helping him learn to connect to the elementals. Only, for Katya, it had not worked, not the same way that it had for Thenas, Ifrit, and even Wyath. Hell, he thought that his healing had connected Ciara to the elementals until he learned that she had spoken to them long before he had ever healed her.

      “Why aren’t we having them come to us?” Ciara asked.

      “We have no way of summoning them.”

      She glanced back at him, an amused smile on her face, likely at his choice of words. “There are ways of reaching them, don’t you think? You could shape yourself there.”

      “The shaping takes too much strength to reach that distance,” he told her. At least it had. He hadn’t tested it since learning of his ability with spirit. That changed things for him in ways that he didn’t fully understand. Katya hadn’t shared with him, but he knew that she knew more than she let on. “And there are others there who have to know they can no longer hunt the draasin. We have to convince Calan that what he does must stop.”

      A troubled expression flittered across her face. “He left the barracks, Jasn Volth. I do not know where he went, but he is gone.”

      That troubled him. Calan might be the most skilled hunter of them, certainly more than Jasn, but it was possible that he was even more capable than Alena. Only Wyath might have been his equal, though Jasn didn’t know what state Wyath was in these days. He was nearly as old as Cheneth and had old injuries that slowed him.

      If Calan hunted the draasin—and did so alone—they would need to find him.

      “Where do you think he went?” he asked.

      “Alena hunted with him the longest,” Ciara said. “I suspect that she will know where he went.”

      Would Alena still be in the barracks? She had responsibilities of her own now when it came to Tenebeth. Would Cheneth have assigned her a task much like he’d assigned him to come to Hyaln, or would she remain in the barracks, pretending to hunt the draasin?

      “I think Alena will be surprised to see us return,” Jasn said, glancing at Katya.

      She looked his way, almost as if she could feel him looking at her. He nodded. There had been a time when she had trained him in Hyaln where he thought that they might rekindle the romance between them. He suspected Katya thought the same. But it was awkward between them, no longer the same trust and passion, and—were he honest with himself—not even the same attraction. How had he changed so much in the time that they’d been apart?

      “I think many will be surprised when we return,” Ciara said.

      Turning so that he could look behind him, he knew that she was right. Two dozen draasin flew with them, most with riders atop their backs. The Wise of Hyaln, returned. And now the Wise would come with him to the barracks, and from there, they would face Tenebeth if they needed to, but they would find a way to prove to the Khalan that Tenebeth could not be used safely, and failing that, would find some way to defeat them.

      They banked, now flying over rolling dunes of sand. Ciara tensed as they did. After the waste, they would reach Rens, and from there, they would get into Ter. But this had been her home and her people. She might have left Rens, but he could tell that she still missed it, and still missed her people.

      “We could stop,” he suggested.

      “Another time, Jasn Volth. We must first defeat Tenebeth, and then I can return home.”

      The way she said it told him that she wasn’t entirely sure that she would be able to. Would he be able to return to Atenas when all was done? Would he even want to? He didn’t know what would come for him after they finished this, but in some ways, he was no different than Ciara, and just as homeless.

      Most of the draasin turned, flying back toward Rens, where they would wait until Ciara summoned. Three flew on, carrying Jasn with Ciara, Katya, and the Wise of Hyaln, Olina.

      They soared over Rens, skirting the southern edge, sand turning to rock and then to scrub that eventually became the dense forest that grew around the Gholund Mountains. They circled around a point deep in the forest near enough to the barracks before landing.

      Olina turned her nose up, sniffing at the pine in the air. She held a finger in front of her and tapped two others together. “This is the place that Cheneth thought to train his followers?”

      “He sought those who could reach the elementals here,” Katya said.

      “And the summoners?” Olina asked, nodding to Ciara as she climbed from the draasin’s back, holding onto her spear as she did.

      “He trained the nya’shin in Rens,” Ciara said.

      “Hmm.”

      Ciara tapped the draasin on the head, and they made their way from the clearing where the third draasin pen once had been, and into the forest. Ciara guided them part of the way until stepping aside and tugging on his arm. “The last time I was here…”

      He frowned. She hadn’t shared much of what had happened to her in the time after they last saw each other, other than to tell him that she’d been captured and managed to escape. More than that, she hadn’t wanted to speak of it. Jasn didn’t blame her. He hadn’t wanted to share with her his experience in Hyaln either, and his wasn’t nearly as dangerous.

      “What happened?”

      “I thought,” she started and looked over her shoulder, her eyes wide as she surveyed the forest, “I thought that I could hold them off. That I could summon enough… whatever it was that I summoned at the time.”

      Jasn noted how she said at the time. Whatever had happened to her had taught her more about her ability, making her incredibly skilled with summoning. Could she have been abducted by the Khalan? But if so, why would they have taken her? What would they have wanted to achieve by that?

      “Ciara, you’re safe now.”

      She nodded, but he noted the way she gripped her spear, her knuckles going white as she did. “I know. It’s just… it’s just that I had no control. And when I was gone, they convinced me that I was someone else.” She closed her eyes. “I don’t know what would have happened had I not already bonded to nobelas. Without the elemental, would they have convinced me to serve Tenebeth?”

      She shivered, and Jasn couldn’t help but shiver with her. The idea of getting forced into anything terrified him, but especially serving Tenebeth. He had seen what the darkness would do, and the way that it changed someone, and he couldn’t deny the appeal of the power that would be offered by Tenebeth. What would he do with such power? Perhaps that was the appeal to the Lost.

      He took her hand, and she didn’t resist. Olina and Katya waited for them in the distance, neither watching. Jasn didn’t care if they did. He needed to help Ciara now, needed to help her see that she didn’t need to be afraid of Tenebeth and that she wouldn’t be alone when she faced him the next time. “You know enough now that you’re safe,” he said.

      “Only because of what they taught me. What if there were things they taught me that put me at risk?”

      He squeezed her hand. “Use your elemental connection, then. See that you remain safe, and that the elemental will keep you safe. Let the connection remain strong in your mind.”

      “What if that’s not enough?”

      Jasn pulled her toward him. As much as he feared losing control again, and as much as he feared what might happen to him if he allowed himself to get close to someone again, he feared more for what would happen to her if he did nothing. “Then I will be there with you.”
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        There are those who oppose the dark, who can call upon the light. There are no references of summoners of light, though a few can reach the edges of the light, and can call upon it.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The barracks seemed so much smaller than the last time that he’d been here. Grasses attempted to grow over the paths worn from hundreds of booted footsteps, and some weeds flourished here. The dark stone buildings looked less comfortable and cozy than they did after his time in Hyaln, and more sparse and isolated. Strange that he’d become comfortable here and now felt even that was taken from him by his time in Hyaln.

      Had another version of him died during his time in Hyaln?

      Ciara still held onto his hand, and he had been reluctant to let go, not wanting to release the connection to her. She seemed to feel the same way.

      Katya eyed him. Had he not known her as well as he once had, he would have believed that she felt nothing seeing him with Ciara, but that tight line to her mouth was one that betrayed a hint of irritation. Jasn tried not to think about what that might mean.

      “Where are the others?” Katya asked.

      He shrugged. “Possibly their dorms, or the dining hall, or even sparring.”

      “The barracks are empty,” Katya said.

      “How do you know?”

      “There are things I can sense. You could too if you chose.”

      Jasn focused on the still-strange sense of spirit, letting it work through him. This was a sense unlike any of the other elements that he’d learned to use, one that he’d discovered in a different way than any of the others.

      As he let the sense of spirit work through him, he sent it out in something like a sensing that he used with the other elements.

      There was nothing other than those he’d come with.

      He tried earth and mixed water, both elements that gave a connection to others, but he still detected nothing more. Katya was right. There was no one in the barracks.

      “Where would they have gone?” Jasn asked.

      “Do you think Tenebeth attacked here?” Olina asked.

      Ciara released Jasn’s hand and jabbed her spear onto the ground with a sharp crack that reverberated throughout the camp. She cocked her head to the side, as if listening, and then shook her head. “There is nothing of darkness here,” she said. “There has been nothing of Tenebeth here other than the last time that I was here.”

      “You can tell that with one tap?” Katya asked.

      Ciara nodded. “There is much that I can detect with my j’na.”

      “How is it that you know what you do?” Katya turned so that she could face her. “What you describe is something that only the most powerful summoners of Hyaln ever knew how to do. You are not of Hyaln.”

      Ciara looked over at Jasn, almost searching for his help.

      He frowned at Katya. “There are many ways that summoners learn, aren’t there? Ciara learned from her father and then from Cheneth much of what she needed to know. And I have seen the way that she used her ability, the way that she was able to defeat Tenebeth when he attacked us the first few times.”

      Katya pressed her mouth together and watched Ciara for a moment before leaving them as she made her way through the barracks.

      Olina smiled at Ciara. “There is something more than what you let on, is there not? When you last came to me, you weren’t able to consistently use your summoning ability, and now you can detect whether the darkness was here with a single thrust of your spear?”

      Ciara swallowed. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “You received training.”

      Ciara nodded. “I was trapped and had no choice but to learn.”

      Olina grunted with a laugh. “They were fools then if they thought to equip you with the knowledge that you need to defeat them.”

      “They wanted to turn me to him,” Ciara said.

      “Then they were even greater fools than I realized.”

      “Why?” Jasn asked. Ciara was much more comfortable with Olina than she was with many people that he’d seen her with, but then, Olina was the woman she’d been with when they first found her.

      “This girl can summon nobelas.”

      “I don’t really know what nobelas is,” Jasn admitted. “It’s a lizard of some sort, but why is that so important for her? Cheneth felt the same way.”

      “Nobelas is one of the oldest elementals,” Olina began, “one that has not been seen in many years.” She watched Ciara as she spoke. “I had not thought that I would ever see nobelas before you came to me, and then… and then you manage to not only show it to me, but you can summon it.”

      “It’s more than that,” Ciara admitted.

      “I suspect that it is,” Olina said with a smile. “Have you bonded to the creature?”

      She nodded.

      “That is a great honor, and one that is not done lightly, I think.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jasn said.

      “Nobelas are one of the oldest elementals of the world, and in some ways, they would be counter to Tenebeth, a way to light where Tenebeth brings only dark. But where Tenebeth believes that it is somehow greater than other elementals, nobelas is both a part of the world—and more than that.”

      “I didn’t think Tenebeth was an elemental,” Jasn said.

      Olina frowned at him. “What are the elementals but a connection to something greater? They are ways of reaching the energy of creation, a way to touch the creator himself. Would Tenebeth not be the same? What is darkness but the power of destruction?”

      Hearing her describe it in that way made sense, but if that were true, wouldn’t they be able to find a way to harness Tenebeth, much like they were able to use the draasin, or water, or even earth?

      Jasn shook off that thought. Thinking like that was what had led to the Khalan thinking that they could use the power of Tenebeth and the darkness rather than the other way around. “I—we—have seen how Tenebeth will use a shaper,” Jasn said. “We’ve seen how he taints them, twists them until they are nothing like what they had been before. That is not an elemental.”

      Olina tapped her mouth thoughtfully. “Perhaps not an elemental, but power much like it nonetheless.” She looked at Ciara and met her gaze. “Think of your connection to the draasin. In some ways, they are creatures much like Tenebeth. They are independent and intelligent creatures, much like I would argue that Tenebeth is.”

      “But the elementals can be controlled,” Jasn said.

      “Can they? They can be summoned, but that is not the same as controlling.”

      “But Tenebeth—”

      “The twisting of the elementals by another does not constitute the same as a shaper controlling the elemental. You can speak to the elementals, and you can work with them, but that is not the same as controlling them.”

      “How does that have anything to do with nobelas?” Jasn asked, thinking of what brought up the connection in the first place.

      “Only in that nobelas counters the darkness of Tenebeth. Perhaps not entirely—that is not nobelas’s role, but enough that it gives a chance for success.”

      “A chance?” Jasn asked with a smile. “You haven’t seen what Ciara can do.”

      Olina looked at Ciara and nodded once. “A chance is all that we can ask for, I think. With Tenebeth, especially now that his power has been unleashed unchecked into the world, if we can find a way to contain it, I think we will have succeeded.”

      Katya returned from surveying the barracks. One hand rested on the hilt of her sword, and a frown curved her lips, creasing her brow in such a way that she appeared almost angry. “There is no one here. Cheneth has moved the camp.”

      Jasn thought about where Cheneth might have moved it but could come up with no answers. Why would Cheneth have abandoned the barracks, especially now that they truly faced the threat of Tenebeth?

      Unless Tenebeth had attacked. Ciara might not have detected an attack here, but that didn’t mean there hadn’t been an attack somewhere else, one that had forced the entirety of the barracks to depart.

      “We have no method of finding them,” Ciara said.

      Not the barracks, but would he be able to find Alena? Not only could he reach spirit now, but there remained another connection for him, one that he hadn’t tried reaching in the time that he’d been away in Hyaln, but maybe now was the time for him to do so.

      “That’s not entirely true,” he said.
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        It is a simple matter to control it. You must summon but not hold it. Doing so risks losing yourself to it. That is a mistake I am not foolish enough to make.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The halls of the College of Scholars were awash with brilliant light glowing from the dozens of lanterns set into the wall. The college preferred the pure white light of the shaper lantern, the spheres carefully constructed by men able to control the elements in such a way that they contained fire within stone, mixing a touch of water for security and adding wind to disperse the light. Eldridge knew how the lanterns were created even if he could not create them himself.

      Returning to the college was harder than he had expected, but it was necessary. After everything that they had seen, he needed to know that the college remained committed to help.

      It was more than that, but he didn’t know whether the rest of the college would see it the same way. They would have to do more than help. Fighting the darkness, and the release of Tenebeth, would take the scholars’ greatest minds to discover a way to suppress it again, if it even could.

      Eldridge stopped at a small wooden door. Some might call it plain, though Eldridge would not. He knew the carvings on the other side of the door and the way that they sealed the power of the elements within, trapping them. It was a trick that Hyaln thought they alone understood, but Hyaln also believed that they knew more than the college when it came to the elements.

      With a knock sent of the wind, Eldridge waited. So far, he had not encountered anyone else in the hall. The longer that he went without seeing someone else, the worse he felt about the odds of success. To defeat the darkness, he needed the college. Eldridge, Bishop of the College of Scholars, had never needed the college before. For him to do so now… it troubled him.

      The door opened, and a young woman greeted him with a smile. She touched a hand to her brilliant red hair, smoothing it back. “Bishop? You haven’t visited the college in…”

      “Many years, Lauren. Will you allow me to enter, or will you keep me standing in the hall?”

      She ran her tongue over her lips as she stepped back to allow Eldridge into her room. He cast a quick glance down the hall before entering. Lauren had been a confidant of his when he remained in Atenas, but when she returned to the college, they had lost their connection. Yet, when he had decided that he needed to return to the college, she was the first person that he thought of.

      Her room, like many in the college, occupied a massive space. Much of it was taken up with shelves and books, but Lauren had three tables spaced equidistantly apart in the center of the room. Different items rested on the table, an assortment of strange slender rods or nearly circular items, and some that appeared more machinelike, a combination of parts that she had assembled. This was the reason that he had come to Lauren.

      “I see that you haven’t abandoned your research,” he said when she had closed the door behind her.

      “Why would I abandon it when I have made such progress?”

      Eldridge stood in front of the nearest table and lifted a large bowl made of a strange dark metal. Light shimmered along its surface strangely, as if it reflected a different source of light than the five lanterns stationed around the room. A few engravings etched into the metal caught the light, as if trying to hold it. He felt an urge to shape wind into the bowl, but the connection to the wind elementals suggested that he not.

      Setting it down, he turned to another item, this a long, slender rod, nearly the length of a cane. In some ways, it reminded him of the staff the woman from Rens carried, especially with the surface coated with different shapes, each carrying meaning that he didn’t fully understand. He had no doubt that Lauren had mastered them.

      “What kind of progress have you made?” he asked.

      She took the rod from him and tapped it into the ground. The motion reminded him of Ciara and her summoning, but there was a muted sound from the end. She shaped, pulling on the power of the elements. Eldridge should not detect that so easily, yet he did.

      Lauren released the shaping. As she did, a bubble of energy shot from the tip of the staff, streaking to the wall, where it met resistance and faded. Eldridge studied the wall, noting that she had patterns and shapes worked into the stone as well. They would provide protection—that much he understood—but what else would they have done to diffuse the shaping that she’d generated… and why would he have been able to see the shaping?

      “Much,” she answered. She set the rod onto the table and crossed her arms over her chest as she watched Eldridge. “You did not come here to ask of such things, I think. For the bishop to return to the college, something has changed.”

      “Something has changed,” Eldridge agreed. He paced around the room, noting the finely woven carpet—likely a Tipoli design—that Lauren kept tossed across the floor. He paused at one of her canvas paintings. “This looks to be from either Hav or Nesere,” he noted. The hard lines and dark ink around the letters indicated more Hav stylings, but the faded colors were preferred in Nesere.

      “Leave it to the bishop to recognize such things,” she noted.

      “Interesting that you would have them here. Few enough travel as far as Hav, and to Nesere…”

      She tipped her head but didn’t indicate one way or another. Eldridge fought back the smile that came to his mouth. Interesting. Lauren thought to hide something from him. And here he had come thinking that he could ask her for help with Tenebeth. Of any in the college, Lauren Ysat had been the one he thought most capable of finding a way to defeat Tenebeth.

      Eldridge surveyed the room, noting for the first time the layer of dust on the farthest table from them, dust that he didn’t see on the nearest—or on the painting. “When did you return, Lauren?”

      “Scholars are welcomed throughout the land. I think that you have proven that, don’t you, Bishop?”

      “I have found that my welcome depends on the reason for my visit.”

      Lauren arched a brow again. As she tipped her head toward him, lantern light reflected off her hair, making it a deeper red that contrasted with her pale skin. In another time, he would have found her lovely, but in another time, he might have chosen to stay with the college.

      “What is the intent of your visit today, then? Do you come to ask about my travels? I think that you will find that I have much more interesting items than paintings from beyond Hav.”

      Beyond Hav. Even reaching Hav would have challenged him, and he could ride the winds. A full shaper, one able to access each of the elements, wouldn’t have much difficulty, but there were few warrior shapers willing to pass beyond the borders of Ter, especially with the war raging in Rens. In some ways, the war had protected those distant lands, keeping them from the Order’s notice, but in other ways, they were isolated from the protection that Ter would have been able to offer if they had formed better connections.

      “What else have you found?”

      “Is that why you returned to the college, Bishop? You would discuss my studies?”

      Eldridge heard the harder edge to her question. There had been a time when Lauren would have answered him without question, but that had been a time when he had served as the bishop within Atenas. He may still hold the rank of bishop, but there was more condescension in the title than honor.

      “I came for your help. Perhaps that was a mistake.”

      Lauren frowned, and her gaze drifted past Eldridge to the tables, sweeping around the room before settling on his face again. “From what I hear, you have no need of help of the college. You have abandoned those who welcomed you, raised you within the college, to serve the Order.”

      Was that what this was about? Did he still struggle with the past? With Lauren, of course he would. In some ways, her serving the Order was the most surprising, especially given the way that she practically detested them.

      “I serve knowledge and understanding. I would think that as a student of the college, you would as well.”

      The admonishment was intentional. Lauren had long ago risen above the level of student and had served as Sister beneath him while in Atenas. Eldridge knew that she had been promoted to Cleric when she returned to the college, only a few ranks beneath him, a much smaller power differential than there once had been.

      Lauren narrowed her eyes, the irritation that he’d hoped to elicit coming forth in a flood. “Student. I have been giving you the rank you deserve—”

      “You have been giving me the rank you would prefer me to claim. That I no longer claim it in the way you prefer upsets you.”

      Lauren started to respond before clamping her mouth shut. She studied Eldridge, this time with a renewed expression, the lines on her brow easing. “Why would the bishop return to the college? There cannot be anything that he needs of me, but there must be something that he needs. Otherwise, he would not have come back here, not after all this time.” She made a slow circle around him, her gaze drifting up and down over him as if trying to solve a puzzle—or evaluate a cow for the slaughter. “You were last known serving the Order, but I knew the bishop and know that he wouldn’t have simply served, which means you went where you thought that you could learn something.” She tipped her head and tapped a finger to her lips. “What is it, Bishop? What reason would you have for disappearing for all this time? And what would bring you back?”

      Eldridge offered a slight smile. Lauren would be key to regaining the trust of the college. He might still hold the rank and title of bishop within the College of Scholars, but he had been far removed from that person, far enough that some—particularly those who were here—would not see him in the same way.

      And as strange as it might be, he couldn’t have them viewing him as Bishop Eldridge. He needed to be the outsider within the college, just as he needed the connections that Lauren might be able to offer, even if he wasn’t quite sure how it would work.

      “Darkness comes, Lauren Ysat. It is time for the College of Scholars to step forward, into the light, and face the darkness.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying the college is needed. We must fight, or we all will fail.”
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        The people are fragmented and have warred far too long. The Khalan had planned this.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Wind carried him, soaring high over the water. As he traveled, Shade exerted a varying summons to the wind, shifting with the way it flowed across the sea, moving from one elemental to the next, letting the different elementals of wind pull him forward. Few were skilled enough summoners to travel in this manner, though most of the Khalan had long ago mastered it. Had he not the skill that he had, he would have dropped from the sky leagues ago, only to drown or get eaten.

      Sevn and Restain came with him, though once again, Shade led. It had brought a smile to his mouth when Ghalen had demanded that he pursue the girl and that he attempt to learn what elemental she might have discovered. Not only did the Khal grant him a chance to atone for his mistake, but they offered him the opportunity to obtain revenge on Sevn as well. He still marveled that it had come to him so quickly.

      Land loomed before him and Shade slowed. Dusk fell, and with it came the darkness that they could use to shield themselves even though the summons to the darkness required a defter touch, and one that he wasn’t sure that he could achieve while carrying himself across the sea. Better to land first and then attempt the summons.

      He shifted directions, heading south, making his way beyond Hyaln, careful not to approach too closely. Awareness of the draasin pressed on the fire summons that he used to keep himself aloft, but he resisted the urge to use it. Fire had power, but fire also carried seduction, and he risked ending up facing a horde of draasin that pulled him to their presence without any way of actually controlling them. He could control them, but that required he have enough time and not fear them eating him.

      Once they made it past Hyaln, the southern border of Rens came into focus. The lands were poorly populated—at least they were here—and he landed. The others came to the ground next to him. Sevn watched Shade with a frustrated expression, his mouth pinched together in such a way that Shade would almost believe him constipated, but then Sevn always had been full of it. Restain managed a graceful landing, her long hair wrapped into a bun so that it didn’t catch in the wind, her lean cheeks neutral and her high forehead lined with… concern? He couldn’t read her well enough to know what she might be thinking.

      “Why have you brought us here, Shade?” Sevn demanded.

      “This is Rens.”

      “I know the lands. Why have you chosen them?”

      Shade crossed his arms, wishing that they were back in the time when Sevn had feigned respect for him. Shade had never really believed it—the man wanted power too much for him to respect Shade, who had not quite achieved the level that Sevn wanted—but it had allowed them to communicate more comfortably. This open disregard angered him.

      That, of course, was what Sevn wanted. Get Shade upset, let him make a mistake. Shade refused to fall for it.

      “I have chosen them because this is where the girl came from.”

      “You are certain?”

      Shade tapped on his thigh. The summons was weak but enough to soften the earth and start to swallow Sevn within it. “Do not challenge me on this.”

      Sevn made a swift motion and lifted free of the ground. He hadn’t seemed too concerned when Shade dropped him into the earth. Perhaps he needed to be more careful with Sevn than he realized. The man had talent, even if he also had too much ambition.

      “Again,” Sevn said, almost as if he hadn’t nearly sunk to his chest in Rens soil. Restain watched them both with an unreadable expression. Shade would have to watch her. He didn’t know her well, but Ghalen had insisted that she come with them. “Why have you chosen Rens?” Sevn asked.

      Shade sighed. “The girl claimed to be what is called an ala’shin in these lands.”

      “Ala’shin?” Restain asked.

      Shade smiled. Restain seemed to understand the translation, even if it wasn’t native to Rens. “That’s right.”

      “Is the term a coincidence?”

      “I do not think so. It took me some time to understand that was what she claimed, but she had some natural understanding of summoning that she must have obtained from someone from Hyaln.”

      Restain scanned the sky. The sun dropped below the horizon, leaving streaks of color, and more importantly, shadows stretching across the ground. “We would have known had any of the summoners departed Hyaln for something like this.”

      Shade had thought the same. “What if they weren’t of the summoners?”

      “Not a summoner? Where would you expect this person to have learned?” Restain asked. She had a peculiar way of speaking, one that clipped her words, leaving them strangely accented.

      Shade had traveled to many lands, but he did not recognize the accent. He found it odd… and strangely alluring. “I suspect they were from Hyaln, but not of the summoners.”

      “There are few summoners of Hyaln, and none without our knowledge,” Restain said.

      That had been what had troubled him as well, but that was the only explanation, especially for using a term like ala-shin, one that was distinctly of Hyaln. “All who come to Hyaln are offered the opportunity to learn each of the disciplines. Is it not possible that someone slipped past us?”

      Restain frowned but said nothing more.

      “What do you expect to learn here?” Sevn asked when it became clear that Restain would say nothing else.

      “I expect to find this woman.”

      “You know her name.”

      Shade nodded. “A name only, and an idea of a village.”

      “You would use her people against her?” Sevn asked.

      “If I must. I would find her first.”

      Reaching for the growing darkness, he let it flow around him, obscuring him. Sevn did the same, but not Restain. Rather than the darkness, she used earth to shield herself. Shade thought that odd, but then, what did it matter what she used to obscure her presence so long as she did?

      They took to the air. Within Rens, the air that gusted was much hotter, almost painful. He focused his intent, holding the wind away from him, and called on a small focus of fire to draw away the heat. That many summons at the same time taxed even him. Were he to attempt another… that would be more than he could manage. For him to someday challenge Ghalen, he would need to find a way to summon more than simply three at once. From what he’d seen of Ghalen, the man managed at least four summons, and possibly more.

      Shade surveyed the land as they soared above the ground. Nothing moved below him, but then this was the part of Rens they called the waste. A few scrub plants appeared but otherwise, the ground was hard and cracked and lifeless.

      In the distance, a tower of stone rose above the ground. Shade motioned to the others to follow and traveled toward the finger of rock.

      He landed near the base of the rock and used a summoning of earth to reach for signs of life, but felt nothing. Someone had been here before, but they were not now.

      “This place has known darkness,” Restain said as she landed. She pulled the leather band off her bun and shook out deep yellow hair, running her fingers through it as she did.

      Shade tapped the tips of his fingers together, drumming them in the subtle pattern that would summon a hint of the darkness. For what he needed, there would not have to be much, just enough to search for what else might be out there in the night. As he did, he realized that Restain was right.

      Had she summoned so quickly? He hadn’t even noticed her summoning the darkness. Maybe he’d been wrong about her, and she had summoned it before they crossed over the waste, even if it hadn’t seemed that way to him at the time.

      “Summoners?” Sevn asked.

      Shade detected his summons. The damned man could be subtle, but not with darkness. With that, he was more like a blind man fumbling. “What else can call on the dark?”

      “There are some who suggest the dark can call upon itself,” Restain said.

      Shade turned to her with a frown. “They are stories meant to scare us off from using this power. You should know better than that. If you do not, you are free to return to Valahs, where the Kahl can instruct you.”

      Rather than shy away from his rebuke, Restain turned toward him, curling her hair back around into a tight spiral that she looped with the band of leather. “I have learned that it is often better to search for the seeds of truth in everything I hear. Often, there is more than I expect within it.”

      Shade considered debating with her. “As you search, tell me if you find signs of the darkness summoning itself,” he said and strode away from them.

      He pulled on a summons of earth and wind, letting the elementals that he called upon help him to search. As he had expected when he first landed here, he didn’t detect life, but there had been life here before. Not only people but livestock of some kind. He detected traces of their presence, enough of a lingering sense that he knew they had not been gone for long.

      Days?

      The summons didn’t give him enough information, but with the wind, the scent of dung was faded enough to tell him it had likely been longer.

      Perhaps weeks, then. The woman had only escaped a few days ago, so it wasn’t likely that she had warned them. That meant there had been something else that had, unless this place had failed to support them. There was no sense of water here, nothing that he would usually have attached to the need for life. There was barely any vegetation around here. What would make a people remain in such lifeless conditions?

      “What do you find, Shade?” Restain asked.

      She had appeared next to him without him able to detect her. That would require a powerful summons of either earth or darkness. Either way, he realized that he might have underestimated her.

      “There was a village here. It is no longer,” he said.

      “I believe they have been gone for nearly a month,” Restain said.

      He would have said less, but the more that he let his summons of earth stretch from him, the more that he began to wonder if she might be right. A month. Had something happened here that sent them scurrying away? And if it had, would they have any way of finding where the people had gone?

      But then, that wasn’t why they had come. They came to find the woman, and whether she came from this village or not remained to be determined, but was not important for why they had come.

      “We should go,” Shade said.

      Restain watched him with the same unreadable expression on her face. A part of Shade wished that he could summon the darkness to wipe it from her, but he feared that she might actually have more talent with the darkness with him. That would have to be the reason Ghalen sent her with them.

      “Where would you have us travel?”

      Shade considered the choices. When they had found the woman, she had been with the soldiers from Atenas but camped in the forest. The darkness had led them to her, almost as if the darkness itself wanted to find her. She had not been here, not in these lands, even if this had been her homeland. He should have taken the time to understand her better, then he would have known why she had departed her home, but then, had he taken the time to understand her better, he would have come to expect her eventual escape from his summons.

      The next time, he would be ready, if only he managed to find her to get another chance.
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        Summoning is the purest of the elemental arts. Power comes not only from the summoner but from the elemental as well.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      She hovered in the air, letting the wind whip at her long, dark hair, savoring the smells of Ter. How long had it been since she’d been in these lands? Long enough that she no longer answered as easily to the name she’d taken here. Katya carried with it the memories of her time here, and the memories of the woman she had been, one who would have been able to settle down with Jasn Volth, who would have been willing to share the life with him that he wanted.

      You wanted it, too.

      The thought came unbidden and similar to all the thoughts that she’d had since Jasn appeared in Hyaln. They came frequently, and spoke loudly to her, almost as if her mind thought to torture her. Seeing Jasn again had startled her, and were she honest with herself, left her with something bordering on hope, even though she knew they were not to be. How could they when she served Hyaln and he served Atenas?

      Hyaln called him as well, she reminded herself.

      Did that generate the same loyalty for him as it did in her? She had served Hyaln for many years, long enough that she recognized the need for the scholars, and recognized that as one of the Enlightened, she needed to remain diligent in her service.

      Katya had faded when she left Ter, disappearing the same way her other names had disappeared when she left other lands, taking on a new name each time. Names held meaning and power, but only so much as what you were willing to invest in it. Changing names as often as she did meant that none held any real sway over her. Katya came the closest, making it the most dangerous in some ways.

      “Can you see anything?” Olina called up to her.

      Katya returned to the ground on a shaping of wind. She could mix the shapings, use what Atenas considered a special shaping, one that only their warriors could use, but as one of the Enlightened, she could also add spirit to the shaping. With it, she would be able to travel more quickly. It was one that she knew she should teach Jasn, but since the return of the draasin, there hadn’t been time for her to teach anything.

      There is little to teach a shaper such as Jasn. You didn’t want to.

      Katya tried to ignore the thoughts, but they continued to intrude on her.

      “There is nothing that I can detect,” she said to Olina.

      Olina watched her. It had been years since Katya had seen the Wise woman, and in that time, Olina had never really abandoned Hyaln, but had left when the draasin disappeared. Most of the Wise had departed then, leaving Hyaln unbalanced. Could that be the reason that the Khalan managed to gain so much power?

      “We could go with them,” Olina said.

      “We will only slow them,” Katya said.

      “That’s not why you choose not to go with them.”

      Leave it to the damned Wise to see through her so easily. “There are reasons that I should not return to Atenas. I spent years there as Katya, a woman who should be dead. It is better—and simpler—for us if she remains that way.”

      “As a shaper of your talent, I do not think that is much of a problem, do you?”

      Katya used a shaping of water, concealing her natural features, turning her into a young woman, and then old, and then released the shaping. “No. There are many faces that I can wear if I choose.”

      “It is not the face that worries you, is it, Ilyana?”

      Interesting that Olina would call her by the name that she’d worn when she first came to Hyaln. Even that had changed over time, from Ilyana to Issa to Myafi to… more names than most would be able to easily keep straight. Yet each name stuck with her, in some ways changing something about her. That was what made them dangerous, and what gave the names such power.

      “You see too well, old woman,” Katya said.

      “How hard was it for you?”

      “How hard was what?”

      Olina wagged a finger at her admonishingly. “Don’t play the fool, Ilyana. It does not suit you, and it insults me.”

      Katya turned away. In these lands, she would be Katya. “The hardest thing that I have ever done,” she admitted.

      “Why did you not return for him? That man has potential. You could have used him.”

      Potential. There was more than potential to Jasn Volth, but she had been too foolish at the time to see it. It had taken Cheneth to discover the connection to the elementals, and Cheneth to send him to Hyaln. Would things have been different for her had she brought him with her to Hyaln? Would they still have the connection that they had shared while in Atenas? For as much as she tried to deny those feelings, they had been real. The emotions that she shared with Jasn had been real.

      You could have stayed with him.

      Ah, but she couldn’t. As much as she wanted to tell herself that it would have been possible, she wouldn’t have been able to stay with him, not as Katya, and not without sharing with him what she really was. Doing anything else would have been denying herself.

      “He has more than potential. The Varden permitted him to remain.”

      Olina snorted. “Then even more reason for you to have brought him with you.”

      “I don’t think that he would have learned what he needed had he come with me. I believe that he needed to go through what he did for him to gain the insight that he did.”

      “Is that what the Varden wishes you to believe, or what you have chosen to believe?”

      “He became the Wrecker of Rens.”

      “An unfortunate title, don’t you think?” Olina said.

      It was. And it was one that he had assumed because of what happened between them. Had she never “died,” Jasn would never have subjected himself to such torment. He would never have been tested by Rens, and perhaps he never would have been chosen by Cheneth to study at the barracks, where he learned how his healing affected others.

      But not you.

      Not her, at least, not that she knew. Jasn had healed her and had claimed that there was some resistance within her for him to heal, but as far as she could tell, nothing had changed for her. Not that she expected it anyway. She did not think that it was her destiny to speak to the elementals. She doubted that she even could. Had she not known Jasn as she once had, she wouldn’t have believed that he spoke to the elementals, but then, there was no denying the strength of his shapings.

      That’s not the only strength of his that you deny.

      If she could hide that part of her that continued to plague her, she would, but instead, it continued to berate her, a constant harassment that had only grown worse the longer that she was around him. That was another reason that she’d been willing to let him go to Atenas without her. She had hoped that hit would quench the constant doubt from her own voice inside her mind.

      That’s not your reason, and you know it.

      No, she snapped at herself. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Jasn know that it bothers me to see him with that girl! She had to be ten years younger than him!

      Did the age matter to you when you seduced him?

      Damn it!

      Katya had to stop engaging with the voice. It was hers, and she knew that what the voice said was right because it spoke from the doubt that gnawed at her in the quiet moments, like when she tried to sleep, or when she focused on sensing, or when she looked upon Jasn…

      Olina watched her. It wouldn’t surprise her if the woman knew about the thoughts troubling her. There was something about Olina that was more than most of the Wise that Katya had met.

      “Why are you smiling?” Katya asked.

      “You have been silent. I find that amusing is all.”

      “I am Enlightened. We are often silent.”

      Olina’s smile deepened. “I knew Cheneth well when he was still in Hyaln. There are few of the Enlightened who are quiet. What is it that troubles you? Is it your affection for Jasn Volth, or is it the irritation that you feel at the fact that he seems to have moved on?”

      “I want him to be happy.”

      “And you don’t think that girl will make him happy? She is young and quite lovely. I think that he would be quite happy were he only to allow himself. Or is it something else? Did you not want to see him happy so soon?”

      “This is not soon. Not for him,” Katya said.

      “No. He was the Wrecker of Rens. I would say he mourned you well, would you not? Few can claim such grief.”

      “Enough, Olina. Tell me why you torment me?”

      “Torment one of the Enlightened? I wouldn’t dream of it. I only thought to demonstrate that we are not entirely equipped to face the darkness yet.”

      “Which is why we search.”

      “If we find this man? What will you be able to do to convince him?”

      Katya thought that she could convince Calan of the necessity if she could reach him. She didn’t know him well—not as a fully trained hunter would have known him—but he would recognize her as Issa. If she could demonstrate her abilities to him, she thought that she might be able to coax him away from whatever he planned.

      “I am Enlightened,” Katya said.

      Olina tapped her cane on the ground. “There is more to the Enlightened than the title.” She nodded once, then started into the forest, leaving Katya staring after her.
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        If the Khalan can summon the dark, that implies the darkness is elemental. There can only be one counter to elemental darkness.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The forest settled around Shade, and he stifled the smile that came to his face as he detected the change on the wind with his summons. They had found her.

      “You should approach with more caution,” Restain said as they traveled on the wind.

      Shade held the summons for the darkness, letting it conceal them as they approached, all while still holding onto his summons of wind that carried him here. As it often did when they traveled between lands, the wind had shifted, now carrying with a different swell of cool air, gusting as they traveled. He could taste the earthy scent of the damp ground, the same stench that he’d noted when they first captured the woman. Mixed with that were undercurrents of pine and a hint of iron mined deeper into the forest and higher along the mountains.

      “I approach as I need,” Shade said.

      He had grown tired of Restain attempting to counsel him with each stop along their travels. She had abandoned any effort to make it appear that she supported him, now simply offering a contrary view as they made their way from Rens and into Ter. Shade had been happier when it had only been Sevn annoying him; now there were two and for different reasons.

      “I am not convinced this is the one you seek,” she said.

      Shade used the summons of wind, adding a hint of earth as he focused his intent and tapped along his leg and felt certain that he detected the woman. If not her, then there was another with an ability much like her. Either way, they needed to approach her and discover if she knew where the other woman had gone.

      “That may be,” Shade said, hedging for the possibility of failure. He didn’t want them to think he didn’t plan for it this time, even if he had no intent to fail. He would be like a hound after a scent, trailing the element magic that she summoned, taught by his own hand so that he could regain his standing within the Khal. “That doesn’t change the fact that there are others here who pose us danger.”

      Sevn looked over at him. He had grown sullen and quiet. “You detect Hyaln?”

      Shade sneered at him, detesting him more with each day. He considered using his summoning of the dark against Sevn but wondered what Restain might do if he did. The longer that he spent around her, the more uncertain he felt about where her loyalties might lie. “I detect a summoner. Perhaps shaping. Can you not?” He said the last with as much derision as he could muster.

      “I am more interested in the number of people we detect,” Sevn said.

      Shade frowned, shifting his focus so that he could listen for how many might be within the forest. He had only detected one at first, but there was a flicker, one that recurred, like a beacon or a pattern of some sort, that told him there must be another nearby as well.

      Sevn had managed to detect that before him. How had he grown so careless?

      He knew the answer. Damn Restain kept him on edge, disturbing his focus so that he couldn’t keep his mind where it needed to be, and now Sevn managed to almost get past him. He could not tolerate that happening again.

      “There are two,” Shade said.

      “That is what I detect as well,” Restain noted.

      She landed in between the trees, forcing Shade to join her, regardless of the fact that he would have preferred to remain aloft. In the air, he could focus on what else might be within the forest, but once he landed, he lost the connection to the wind somewhat and felt an increased annoyance at the way earth pressed on him.

      As he touched down, he felt a sudden presence against him.

      “Shapers,” he hissed.

      Restain frowned but seemed not to notice, as if what he detected didn’t bother her in the same way that it troubled him. “Can you tell where?”

      He tipped his head toward the trees, sending his summons drifting into the trees, searching for what he detected.

      Not a shaper. This was something unexpected.

      “Careful,” he whispered.

      Sevn glanced at him. “You would caution us now after the way that you have failed so far?”

      “I would caution you before you’re attacked by one of the draasin.”

      His eyes opened slightly, giving Shade a moment of satisfaction. At least he could still be impressed with the elementals. Perhaps he feared them as well. That would be helpful to know. “I sense nothing that would tell me the draasin are here.”

      “No,” Restain noted softly. “You would not. This… this, I think, is something we have not seen in many years.”

      Damn. Restain was proving more capable than he would have expected. “One of the Wise,” he said. “A rider.”
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        The Khalan understand the need to remove the barriers to power. Once released, reaching this power will be easier, and then we can study it in full.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Jasn looked to the sky as Katya and the other Wise of Hyaln disappeared. Ciara stood next to him, and he was all too aware of the warmth coming off her, and how close she stood next to him. Conflicted emotions still warred within him. He had spent so much time trying to mourn Katya, and when he realized she still lived, to find her, and when he finally did, there was a disconnect between them, one that hadn’t been there the last time he’d seen her. She was not the same person that she had been when she was in Atenas, but then, neither was he. The year he’d spent in Rens fighting, attacking, and nearly dying had changed him, but coming to the barracks and learning what else he had from Cheneth and discovering more to shaping had changed him almost as much.

      “What now?” Ciara asked. Even in the shade of the trees, she practically glowed, as if her sun-darkened skin managed to radiate light. How much of that came from the spear she used to summon the elementals and how much was simply from Ciara?

      She brushed strands of brown hair off her rounded cheeks and watched him as if knowing his thoughts, considering him with an unreadable expression. The strange veil that she wore bunched around her neck. That was one of the first things that she had asked for when she found them in Hyaln. She still wore Ter boots, though, and he smiled at the contrast.

      “Now we head to Atenas,” he said.

      He closed his eyes and focused on Alena. The connection remained between them, weaker than it had been but stronger than when he had been in Hyaln. The distance seemed to make a difference, though he didn’t fully understand why. Now that he was back in Ter, and now that he was closer to her, he could feel her in his mind, a connection that was something like an itch within his head, one that he couldn’t scratch.

      Could he find her?

      They needed to find her, and needed to tell her what had happened with Hyaln and warn Atenas. They could go, but he wanted to find Alena first, to know if she might have traveled somewhere else, gone on another mission for Cheneth.

      “She has not.”

      Jasn spun and saw Cheneth appear from between the trees at the edge of the camp. His face was gaunter than Jasn remembered, the lines around his eyes deeper than they had been, and a shadow of a gray beard had grown. He no longer wore his thin spectacles as he had when Jasn first came to camp, but then, Cheneth no longer had anything to hide, he suspected.

      “Cheneth?”

      “You wondered if Alena has gone on another mission for me. She remains in Atenas as she is needed.”

      Jasn shook his head. Even Enlightened, Cheneth shouldn’t be able to access his mind so easily. Jasn had discovered the source of spirit within himself as well, and that should be able to protect him.

      “Did you know we returned and come for us, or have you been here?” Jasn asked.

      “I sensed your return.”

      “Did you know?” Jasn asked. He took a step toward Cheneth. Since he’d arrived in Hyaln, Jasn had wondered whether Cheneth had known that he would be able to learn to use rune traps or to summon elementals in much the same way that Ciara could, or whether Cheneth had known that he would be able to reach spirit.

      “Know? I suspected that you would be more than a shaper. I had hoped that you would help heal Hyaln, but it doesn’t seem that you did.”

      “Heal? Hyaln is scattered. Those who support the Khalan remain, while only a small number—those like Katya and Rhegan and Fornal remain.”

      Cheneth’s brow furrowed. “Scattered. That explains too much.” He turned to Ciara with a smile. “He rescued you. How?”

      “I didn’t rescue her.”

      “No?” Cheneth closed his eyes, and Jasn became aware of a shaping building from him. He doubted that he would have detected it even a few weeks ago, but his time in Hyaln had strengthened his connection to the elements, and to his elemental. “You did not,” he whispered. “The Khalan had you, and still you managed to escape?”

      “Nobelas,” Ciara said. Cheneth nodded as if that made sense, but Jasn had no idea why it should.

      “Ah, thankful that you were protected. What happened there?”

      “They tried to force me into reaching the shadows.”

      “Force?” Jasn asked. She hadn’t shared that with him. “Is that possible? I thought you said we were protected here.”

      Cheneth sighed. “You were protected. Others here as well. But not all were. They should not have been able to influence Ciara.”

      “But they did,” she said softly.

      Cheneth said nothing for a moment. Jasn watched him, wondering what secrets Cheneth still hid. He had thought to protect them from Tenebeth, but by holding back information about what was out in the world, he had placed them in more danger.

      “Why are you here?” he asked Cheneth. “What happened to everyone else?”

      “I’ve sent those I could to safer places.”

      “Safer?”

      Cheneth nodded, rubbing his eyes. “Attacks have grown more frequent. Atenas was attacked, and all of the border cities as well. I had not expected the Khalan to be so organized.”

      “What’s happened? Did we lose the border cities?”

      “Not yet. I’ve sent as many of our shapers there as I could. It appears that we no longer have to play at hunting the draasin.”

      “You’re all that remains of the barracks?” Jasn asked.

      “For now.”

      “Then why did you return?”

      Cheneth nodded to Ciara, and then to Jasn. “For you. Both of you. Hyaln has scattered, but that doesn’t mean they are no longer needed.”

      “The Wise have gathered together once more,” Ciara said.

      “Good. They will be needed if they’re willing to fight.”

      Ciara pressed her lips together in a tight line. She lifted her spear a moment and brought it back down, just the lightest of taps. Light surged briefly from the end before fading.

      “Where did you learn that?” Cheneth asked.

      “When the Khalan captured me, they thought to turn me.” Ciara almost made it a point to avoid meeting his eyes. “And they did. For a time, I didn’t know who I was. I believed that I was sent by my father to train and that they would teach me what I needed to be nya’shin.”

      “Did they know you were nya’shin?”

      Ciara shivered as she spoke, shaking her head. “I don’t know what they knew. I believed that they were nya’shin and that they would teach, which they did. From them I learned how to summon the elementals, reaching them with more strength than I had ever managed before. But I had dreams, visions of a time that shouldn’t have been.”

      “Nobelas,” Cheneth said.

      She nodded. “Nobelas showed me visions of who I was supposed to be, not the person the Khalan intended for me. Eventually, I managed to get free.”

      “Your summoning,” Cheneth said. “It is different now.”

      She swallowed. “I don’t understand it, but I remember everything that they taught me, even if I don’t want to. That knowledge burns within me.”

      “You escaped from the Khalan, using what they taught?” Cheneth asked.

      She nodded.

      “And you can summon nobelas.”

      “Summon. Bond. I think they are different.”

      Cheneth smiled, and some of the weariness faded from his eyes. “They are. Oh, they are.”

      “There’s more,” Ciara said. Light exploded from the end of her spear, though she hadn’t moved it.

      Cheneth’s smile deepened. “I can see that there is.”

      Jasn frowned, not completely understanding. “Did Ciara just shape?”

      “No,” Cheneth answered. “Something better. She can summon without moving. She can call to the elementals in ways that the Khalan cannot even match.”

      “Why do you look like you just discovered your first shaping?” Jasn asked.

      “Because I know what we must do.” Jasn waited for Cheneth to explain. What he said next sent Jasn’s stomach fluttering. “We need to attack the Khalan.”
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        Why would there not be summoners of light? There have long been known shapers of spirit, the closest we have found to the light. Have the Khalan—the greatest summoners of Hyaln—discovered a way to summon light as well? Perhaps there is hope for control.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The edge of the forest carried a trail of shadows. Katya didn’t consider herself a superstitious person, but there was something about the cool that came from standing in the shadows of the forest that left her unsettled. She had none of those feelings when in Hyaln, regardless of the fact that there she knew the Khalan attempted to observe everything that happened there.

      “You appear uneasy,” Olina said.

      Katya studied the thick trunks of the trees. There had been a time when she trained within the barracks that the trees had become almost comfortable for her, but that had faded as soon as she departed. “There is darkness here,” she said.

      “There is darkness everywhere. You should not fear it.”

      “I should not, but that doesn’t change the fact that I understand the power that Tenebeth possesses.”

      “Good.” When Katya arched her brow at Olina, the old woman went on. “We can’t hope to defeat Tenebeth if we don’t understand him. If my time in Tsanth did nothing else, it demonstrated that there is no need to fear the night. Darkness is a part of life and creation, much as the light. It is the balance we must restore, not the removal of the darkness entirely.”

      “Tenebeth is more than only the dark,” Katya said. Those who had studied Tenebeth knew that he was something more than only the darkness, but there hadn’t been anyone willing to openly study Tenebeth in many years.

      “Yes. Tenebeth cares for destruction nearly as much as the darkness itself. You must be willing to oppose the destruction, but find within you the power of light that matches with the dark.”

      Katya shook her head in annoyance. For some reason, returning to these lands made her feel less confident as if taking the mantle of Katya once more had made her the student that she had pretended to be while serving in the barracks. Somehow, she had managed to suppress that feeling when she had been here before.

      Did you? Is that how you became entangled with Jasn?

      Entangled. That didn’t seem to be the right way to phrase the connection that she shared with him, but then, Katya no longer knew how to describe it. She had allowed herself to feel more connection to him than she should have. That was what had made departing difficult—and necessary. Perhaps that was why the summons came when it did for her to return. Perhaps the Varden had sensed her commitment waning.

      There was no difficulty with your commitment when you were in Hyaln.

      Katya wished the voice would stop harassing her. It plagued her, driving her mad.

      “Why did you wish for us to stop here?” she asked. She sensed nothing here other than the forest.

      “There is a change here. I do not know what it means.”

      “And one of the wise is able to detect such changes now?”

      Olina offered only a slight smile in response.

      In the days that she’d traveled with Olina, Katya began to suspect that she had additional abilities beyond what she admitted. Perhaps she was not a shaper, but she must have some connection to the elements based on the comments that she’d made. Could she be a summoner? Not Enlightened. There would have been no reason for her to leave Hyaln were she one of the Enlightened. But what?

      Katya stretched her senses out, searching for anything that might have triggered Olina’s interest in this place. She possessed shaping ability with each element and was Enlightened as well, giving her the capability to use both earth, water, and spirit as she searched for connections. Earth demonstrated most of the living creatures around her: birds perched in trees, squirrels running along branches or burrowing in the ground, the fox that trailed them, almost as if it hunted them, and even the distant sense of a village, one of many situated along the Gholund Mountains. Nothing else. No awareness of shaping.

      But earth could be masked. That had been a surprising trick that she’d learned in the barracks. Katya hated admitting that there were shapers with knowledge that they didn’t possess in Hyaln, but there were a few things that she had picked up from Alena, and that was one.

      Water was different. Few knew to mask the sense of their heartbeat, the flow of blood through their veins, even the heat from their body were she to reach with fire. Katya detected none of it.

      With spirit, she was able to detect beyond that, searching through voids that should not be there, and reached for others. There was nothing.

      Olina watched her as she sensed and shaped, her lips pressed together almost disapprovingly.

      “You’re one of the Wise. Tell me if your draasin detects anything,” Katya said.

      Olina swung her cane around and tapped it into the ground. As she did, she tipped her head to the side. A summoner as well, then, but perhaps more, especially given the number of rune traps worked along the length of her cane. Katya hadn’t noticed them before, and since she hadn’t, she suspected that they had been hidden from her.

      “Nothing now, but there was something here before,” Olina said.

      “What do you detect, old woman? Is it Calan?” Worse would have been were they to detect Tenebeth, though wasn’t that why she had come? Wasn’t the reason that she’d been willing to return with Jasn to Ter because she knew that Tenebeth must be defeated?

      “Old? I think you forget yourself, Enlightened.”

      Katya flushed. Did Olina know how old she really was? Few did, but then, few understood how serving as one of the Enlightened lengthened her life and lent her a vibrancy that others did not have. Cheneth would have to be nearly one hundred, making Katya’s fifty years almost nothing. That was part of why taking on a new name appealed to her. With each name, she was able to create a new identity, and with each one, she felt younger.

      “This is not Calan, and this is not Tenebeth,” Olina said, seemingly ignoring the fact that she had riled Katya. Maybe she didn’t know how old Katya really was. That was a secret she wished to keep from Jasn as well.

      “Then what?”

      “Something else.”

      Olina tapped with her cane, pausing every so often as she did to look around the clearing.

      Katya waited.

      The sun seemed to descend rapidly, with clouds falling over it while Olina continued her path through the trees, disappearing for long stretches at a time. Too late, Katya realized that it wasn’t the sun, and it was not clouds.

      Shadows fell.

      She shivered, reaching for a shaping but failing.

      Katya’s heart hammered. How long had it been since she had failed to reach a shaping? She had been little more than a student at the time, still trying to master the basics within Hyaln. For this to happen now…

      “Olina!” she hollered.

      The old woman didn’t respond.

      Katya hurried in the direction where she’d last seen Olina, but the old woman was nowhere to be found. She attempted to reach for her shaping again, but again failed.

      Her racing heart now flipped in her chest. She hadn’t known that it was possible to separate someone from shaping, but that was the only answer that made sense. And if Tenebeth—or whoever served him—had managed to separate her from shaping, what else would they be able to do?

      Katya continued to search for Olina, but with the thickening darkness, she knew that she would not find her. Worse, she knew that Tenebeth would claim her and there was nothing that she could do to stop it, not without her ability to shape.

      The air began to cool, settling around her like a fog. The pine scent of the forest began to fade, replaced now with a stink that reminded her of ash and rot before even that began to fade. Katya tried again to reach for shaping but again failed. Whatever approached had somehow managed to deflect her ability to shape.

      She still carried a sword.

      The sword was a remnant of her time in the barracks, a weapon that she’d taken to carrying much like the warriors in Atenas carried swords. It might not be the sword that she had carried—that she had left behind and didn’t know where it had ended up—but it was one that she had crafted when she returned to Hyaln.

      Along the blade were rune traps that she’d placed. Within each of the traps was the energy stored from a dozen different runes, each designed with a different purpose and placed upon the sword not by her, but by a true rune master.

      She unsheathed it, the metal ringing like a song, and stood with it held ready. Katya might not have the same swordsmanship that others within Atenas had developed—she had not been in the city long enough to really master the sword—but she had studied enough that she was proficient. With the runes upon the blade, that was all she needed.

      The cold air continued to press in on her.

      Mixed with the change in temperature was the darkness as it slowly settled around her. Katya sliced at it in frustration, angry that she had no way to shape, and was surprised when the sword seemed to part the darkness.

      Katya frowned.

      She sliced again, and again the darkness parted before her sword.

      As she readied for another, she realized that the rune traps failed each time she did. Already two of the traps were depleted. She might manage to chase of some of the darkness, but at what cost?

      Katya continued into the trees, searching for Olina. The old woman had to be here, didn’t she? Unless she had been taken by whatever brought the darkness.

      Another concern settled through her, and she didn’t know if it came from the darkness or from herself. What if Olina had betrayed her to Tenebeth?

      What did she know about the other woman? Olina had disappeared from Hyaln years ago, long enough that few knew her. Most accepted it because she was one of the Wise, but what if she had disappeared because she had ties to Tenebeth and to attempts at freeing him?

      Katya’s foot got caught in something, and she shook it to free herself. Was it a root? A hole in the ground? When she couldn’t get herself free, she poked toward her foot with the sword and managed to finally get her leg out and jerked forward.

      She hurried along before falling again. This time, she wasn’t able to get up.

      Katya poked toward her foot as she had the first time, but nothing released her.

      She looked at the sword. The rune traps were emptied.

      Kicking her foot, she couldn’t get free. She was trapped, powerless, and with the backup energy stored within the sword now depleted.

      Worse, she could feel the darkness as it closed around her.
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        Scholarship is a means to an end. Why have we been given this power if not to use it?

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Debris littered the toss yard. Hunks of dirt piled off to the sides, and large pieces of stone were stacked along one corner inside the walled yard set on the edge of the city, far enough away from both the tower and the rest of the city that any shaping that went awry here wouldn’t harm others. The air stunk of fresh earth and a hint of smoke, the effect of the shapings used here. Alena strode through the middle of it, floating on the barest hint of wind, not wanting to drag her feet through the mud as she surveyed the young shapers arrayed in front of her.

      This was the hope of Atenas?

      They were young, and some were skilled. She had seen the way a boy named Mica had tossed earth with nearly as much force as shapers with a decade of experience, but there was no real refinement here, nothing that would provide protection, and protection was what they needed. That, and time. Unfortunately, both were in short supply.

      “You need to maintain your control for longer,” she said. “Feel the way the shaping flows through you. There is power, but there must be control, or others will suffer when you blast them with your shaping.”

      A few of the younger students snickered. Alena shifted her focus to them and pulled on a shaping of wind, wrapping it around them briefly. Nothing more than the barest hold, but enough that they would remember where they were and what they were here to do.

      “Focus allows control. If you are not focused, you will never have control.” In any other circumstance, she would have chuckled at the fact that she used the exact same words that had been used when she came to Atenas, only then, it had been a woman named Peral who taught the students, taking time to work with the youngest. As Alena gained station within the Order, she had often wondered who Peral had angered to force her into such a position. Now that Alena had the same role, she wondered who she had angered.

      It was the commander’s fault that she was here. After he had helped save the city from the shadow shapers—and before he disappeared—he had asked her to help get the rest of the city ready, but ready for what? There had been no further attack, and she kept waiting for Lachen to return so that she could understand what they were to do next, but the blasted man never did.

      Alena glanced at Jef. He helped herd the students to the side, making a space for them to practice. The man was much more patient than Alena and seemed to teach because he wanted to, not because he had been told by the council that he had to. The idea of wanting to work with these students, and wanting to spend so much time trying to explain the basics to them, when few would ever be able to master it, was difficult for her to believe.

      “Each of you focus on the ground in front of you,” she said. “All you’re trying to do is lift a section of the earth. You aren’t to throw it, and you aren’t to bury your classmates.” She glared at a young girl named Ameli, who flushed. The other children snickered again.

      Alena stepped back and let them practice. That was all there was for her to do. Set them on the way toward understanding and get out of the way. They needed to experience shaping, at least those with any potential, and all of the students here had some potential.

      Jef made his way over to her, that same lopsided grin spread across his face that he wore all the time. “You’re getting better with them,” he said.

      “Better?”

      Jef shrugged, tapping his foot in the nervous way that he had. “Wasn’t that you were so bad before, but you lacked for passion.”

      Alena’s frown deepened. She’d never been told that she lacked for passion before. “I’m only doing what the commander said,” she told him.

      Jef bobbed his head. “What’s he like? The commander? Never met him myself, but he’s said to be a powerful shaper.”

      “That doesn’t begin to describe him,” Alena said.

      How could she describe a man who exuded power? In some ways, Lachen reminded her of his childhood friend Jasn Volth, but when she’d last seen Volth, he hadn’t nearly the strength that Lachen possessed. He was a skilled shaper, and he could speak to water—and was essentially unkillable because of that—but there was nothing like the energy radiating from him that she felt when she was around the commander. He had dispatched the shadow shapers with such ease, shapers that Alena had required the spirit stick to withstand.

      “Maybe you can introduce me to him next time you see him,” Jef said.

      “I don’t think that I’m the person to introduce you. I barely know him myself.”

      “He placed you on the Seat!”

      Alena nodded. Damn him for doing that, but Lachen had. That had been part of what Cheneth had wanted in sending her to Atenas, but that had been when they knew the council compromised. Now the council had been decimated, leaving only Wansa, the commander, and now Alena alive. Others would be found, but the commander wanted to take his time to replace those who had been lost, and Wansa was in no rush, partly because of the spirit shaping that had consumed her before Alena stripped it away.

      “It’s not the honor that it seems,” she said.

      “Don’ know about that. I’d think it’s quite the honor to serve the Order. That’s why I teach the younglings, you know? Need to give back, make sure that the Order is positioned for us to be successful in the future.”

      Alena stared at the students, watching them as they shaped earth. Some did so with significant strength, and as she watched them, she felt a surge of hope for the future that she didn’t feel while walking through the city. The attack had nearly destroyed Atenas and had nearly torn down the tower. Had it not been for what she suspected were elementals woven throughout the stone of the tower, they would have succeeded. And then what? Atenas would fall. What would stand before the shadow shapers then? Who would stop Tenebeth?

      “You’re doing a good job, Jef,” Alena said.

      He smiled and bobbed his head, shuffling back from her in a strange sort of movement. “Doing the best that I can. Teaching ain’t easy, but each of us learned somehow, didn’t we? Pass that down, and it makes us stronger.”

      Alena felt a flush of guilt over the fact that Jef was so willing to work with the students and she had to be forced. Were it not for the commander telling her that she needed to help train them, she wasn’t sure that she would have continued. When she had returned to Atenas, the Seat had assigned her to work with them, but that had been a way to push her away and keep her out of the tower. Lachen made it seem like teaching was the most important thing that she could do.

      One of the students managed a surge of earth, and a huge rent tore in the ground.

      Jef went running toward them, laughing as he did, quickly countering the effect of the shaping, smoothing out the earth again.

      Thunder rumbled distantly, and lightning crackled.

      Alena glanced toward the tower. Lightning and thunder on a cloudless day like this meant a warrior’s return. That wasn’t an uncommon occurrence—there were dozens of warriors who came and went from Atenas, especially now in the days after the attack—but what was uncommon was for her not to detect the shaping used.

      “I need to check on something at the tower,” she yelled to Jef.

      He glanced up, still smiling, dirt smeared across his face and nodded quickly.

      Alena leaped into the air, pulling herself to the tower on a shaping of wind mixed with a hint of fire. She could use the warrior shaping, but that wouldn’t let her see anything as she traveled, and now that she sat on the council, she wanted to know what else had taken place within the city.

      As she surveyed, nothing new jumped out at her. She didn’t expect to discover anything, not after she’d trailed through the city dozens of times since the night of the attack and hadn’t ferreted out anything new, but that didn’t change the fact that she held onto a shaping of spirit as she did, gripping the hilt of her sword so that were she to need it, she could unsheathe in seconds and be ready to face the shadow shapers. She didn’t expect them in the daylight, but then, she hadn’t expected them in the first place.

      At the edge of the city, the homes and shops were unharmed. Smoke trailed from chimneys, swirling almost lazily into the sky as it drifted into the air. None of the flames were shaped, as far as she could tell, and with her connection to the draasin—and now the bond she shared to the hatchling—she was especially attuned to fire.

      The farther she went into the city, the more it became clear that an attack had occurred here. At first, it was nothing more than cracks in walls. Those could be repaired as the earth shapers made their way to the outer sections of the city, but it would take time to reach all of them. Closer to the tower, the cracks widened, some deep enough that they destabilized the buildings, leaving them leaning or worse as walls crumbled. A few had fallen completely. No shaping would restore those buildings. They would have to start anew, building again.

      The streets were filled with people moving quickly through their repairs. Atenas had been geared for war for so long that it hadn’t taken much to shift the focus into rebuilding. Shapers moved through the city, even now a week after the attack, focusing on the buildings most in need of help. Alena had assisted in the beginning but had discovered that the earth shapers and warriors who performed the repairs didn’t want a member of the Seat watching over them, so she had stopped.

      Then she reached the tower. No shapers worked around here. Thankfully, it hadn’t been damaged in the attack, though Alena had seen that the focus of the attack had been the tower. After learning that earth shapers had constructed it, she began to suspect that earth elementals infused the walls of the tower, holding it stronger than it would have been even were it shaped.

      Outside the tower near the shaper circle, she found the newly arrived warrior.

      Alena shouldn’t have been surprised by who she saw, or by what she carried, but was.

      “Bayan?” she asked. She eyed the draasin hatchling that curled around Bayan’s neck, wrapping his spiked tail around her arm. Bayan moved stiffly and turned to face her with widened eyes.

      The dark-haired woman let out a sigh of relief. “Alena. Stars, but am I glad to see you. Could you please take him off me?”

      Come to me, she told the draasin as she held out her arms. The draasin scurried around Bayan’s neck and jumped over to her. She hadn’t heard him in her mind, but now that she was close to him again, she did.

      “Why did you bring him to Atenas?” she asked Bayan.

      Bayan rubbed her neck and looked around the shaper circle before her eyes touched upon the tower. She nodded, and Alena wondered if she had needed to reassure herself that the tower still stood. Bayan had been here before the attack and had known what was coming.

      “Ask the draasin,” Bayan said.

      Why are you here? she asked the draasin.

      You needed help.

      Alena smiled inwardly. Help that a hatchling can provide?

      I am fire. You will need fire.

      Why?

      Voidan grows stronger.

      Have you seen him?

      I do not need to see. I feel him growing stronger.
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        What is the elemental of spirit? Without an elemental, there can be no summoning. Without summoning, there can be no suppressing the dark. If the darkness is not suppressed, the light will fail.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Katya managed to awaken.

      She ached all over and still didn’t know how she’d been attacked. Her head throbbed, pounding as if she’d spent the night drinking raspberry wine like she occasionally had when she was younger, but there had been no wine for her in years. Not since she’d spent time with Jasn, at least. Then it had been only for celebration, and never for overconsumption. It usually didn’t matter for him; he couldn’t get drunk anyway. She should have known then that he had a connection to the elementals.

      What had happened?

      You were foolish.

      Katya tried shaking off doubt, hating that it had immediately begun creeping in as soon as she woke. Couldn’t she get even a little reprieve?

      Do you really want one? You know that you deserve this. It’s your fault, isn’t it?

      Her head hurt to think about it. She had been attacked while searching for Olina, but other than that, she couldn’t remember much else. Darkness had claimed her, but so far she’d managed to resist.

      How much longer can you hold out?

      The question made her shiver. If the damned Khalan kept at it, she doubted that it would be much longer. He was skilled and had a subtle touch. Were she not Enlightened… but he’d cut her off from her access to the elements. If only she were able to reach them again, she might be able to escape.

      It was foolish of her to think that she wouldn’t be in danger searching for Calan. She had come willingly but thinking that she might be able to find him and bring him back to the barracks. If she were honest with herself—which lately she had not been—she would have recognized that she had only done it to get away from Jasn, trying to keep from feeling those old affections again. She couldn’t allow herself to feel that way for him. Not when so much was in danger.

      But she’d learned something coming here. The Khalan were more organized than she’d realized. There was a structure, one that the man who had attacked her led, though she doubted that he sat as high within the Khalan as he desired. There was something about him that reminded her of every man who chased power and failed. Too many managed to reach levels of authority within Hyaln and still wanted more than they were offered. That was the nature of studying there, and a danger, she had to admit.

      You wanted the same power. That’s why you returned.

      That’s not why I returned. I committed to the Hyaln.

      She cursed herself for bothering to answer. Why would she argue with herself? That was all the voice was—doubt. Wasn’t it?

      Watching the Khalan work the shadow, she began to understand—fully understand—the concern that Jasn had for what he called Tenebeth. This was a dark and dangerous power, but one that also seemed to have its uses. If she could find a way to use it, would she be able to escape?

      She forced the thoughts from her mind. First, she had to reach her shaping, then… then she would search for answers about what the Khalan had discovered.

      “She’s awake.”

      Katya didn’t move. There were others near her—she could hear their breathing even if she couldn’t sense them as she once would have managed—but showing herself awake carried risk as well.

      Darkness swirled around her. She felt its touch, felt something of a seduction, and resisted. Would it be so bad if she didn’t? If she welcomed the darkness, embracing it so that she could understand how it was that the Khalan managed to separate her from shaping? They were elemental summoners; they shouldn’t be able to separate her from shaping.

      Yet they were. Because you assumed that you knew what power exists and what does not.

      Stop it!

      The distant voice seemed to laugh. She hated that she mocked herself like this.

      “Yes. I see that she’s awake.” This came from the man who’d held her. He was younger and had a lean face with hollowed cheeks. His brown eyes were nearly black in the falling daylight, and they watched her with what she could only assume was satisfied amusement. The Khalan were nothing if not pleased with themselves. “You fight well, shaper, but eventually you will fail.”

      Katya refused to answer him, refused even to acknowledge that she heard him.

      He knows.

      “What of her?”

      This came from the man she’d overheard called Sevn. A strange name, but then the Khalan were said to have claimed names, much as she had claimed names over the years. In some ways, she was not so different from them.

      You don’t take names for the same reason. You take them to hide. They take them to gloat.

      Did the voice actually try to help her?

      But it wasn’t a voice. It was her. She knew that.

      “Leave her out. Hold her, though,” the lead Khalan said.

      “You wanted answers, Shade.”

      The voice inside her chuckled at the name.

      Under other circumstances, Katya would have smiled too. Shade? Sevn was a strange enough choice for one’s name, but Shade… that had other implications. Katya had seen how names added certain influence. Did the Khalan know that as well? When she used the name Katya, especially in these lands, she became a different person. Perhaps that was only her, but she didn’t know if there was something more to it, some power to the name itself, as if claiming the name shaped something about her.

      There can be power in many things if you choose to use it.

      I am only Enlightened. My power has been separated from me.

      You are Enlightened, but you are more.

      Katya wondered why she would tell herself that.

      Maybe she’d been more injured than she realized. Or, she hated the idea of admitting, the Khalan might have found some way to access what had always been thought to be the purview of the Enlightened and had found a way to connect to spirit.

      “We will have answers from her, but leave the Wise woman out until we fully subdue this creature. Then we can work on her.”

      Katya tensed. That meant they had Olina.

      The Wise will be fine. She wanted to come here.

      Why would Katya tell herself that?

      Olina hadn’t been there when Katya had first been captured. She was certain of that. What did it mean that they had captured her?

      Not only her, it seemed, but the draasin.

      She was in more trouble than she realized.

      “You understand what that means, don’t you, shaper?” Shade said.

      Katya opened her eyes. There was no use in denying that she heard him. Either he had some way of detecting that she was awake—which, considering the way that he’d managed to use his summoning, she couldn’t put past him—or she had not disguised it nearly as well as she should have. Given the way her head hurt, that wasn’t terribly surprising either. With the constant barrage of the voice in her head, especially now that she’d been cut off from shaping, she wondered if maybe the Khalan had discovered a way to summon spirit.

      Light will not answer the same way as dark.

      What does that even mean?

      Search yourself for answers. They are there.

      “I understand that you risk more than you understand.”

      Shade leaned toward her. He was crouched close enough that she could smell him, like something cold and angry, a scent that reminded her of bitter ice and winter storms. “The Hyaln understand less than they think, shaper.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “No? I’ve been thinking about why one of the Wise would travel through here, and then there is you. You can shape, and you’re not afraid of what I might do to you, which means that you either know of the Khalan or you’re stupid.” Shade’s smile widened. “Maybe it is that you’re stupid. That would be the easiest explanation, but it would make it less satisfying when I turn you.”

      Katya held her breath. Turn?

      The darkness. They will use it against you much as they did against Little Light.

      Who?

      The one who brought you to these lands.

      Jasn?

      Why would she call him that?

      A shiver worked through her. She wouldn’t.

      Maybe there was another answer to the voices she heard. The doubt had been building, especially in the last week, since he had gotten her free of the Varden… and since he had used his healing touch of water on her. Hadn’t he said that his healing had other effects?

      Could she be hearing an elemental?

      Katya swallowed. If that were the case, why had it taken so long for her to develop the connection? And if this were an elemental, why did it berate her in such a way?

      More likely, this was only her own mind, tormenting her. That made the most sense.

      You don’t even listen when you make sense.

      Who are you?

      That is the wrong question.

      Katya shivered. Could it be?

      What are you?

      The voice laughed, and she shivered again.

      “You recognize the danger, I see,” Shade said.

      Katya forced her attention back to Shade. She couldn’t let him know that she was going crazy, or that she had thoughts like she did. More than that, if she really did hear one of the elementals, she wanted to know which one, and whether she would be able to use it to help her escape.

      “I’m a shaper of Atenas,” she said. “The Order will—”

      “Atenas?” She noted hesitation in his voice. “Perhaps that is it. Perhaps the wise and her draasin were nothing more than chance. Perhaps.” He leaned close enough that she could feel the heat rising off him. It contrasted with the strange cold stink that he emanated. “We will know for sure soon enough.”

      With that, Shade stood and left her.

      Katya closed her eyes, trying to think about what she could do. She needed to get free, but first, she needed to release the connection that withheld shaping from her. Could the strange voice in her head help?
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        Training the girl might be a mistake. She has skill, and is more powerful than even Shade suspected. Had he turned her, she would have been useful.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The return to the tower left Ciara with a stomach fluttering. She rode atop Talyn with Jasn Volth sitting behind her, his breath nearly as hot in her ear as the wind gusting off the draasin. He pressed up against her, and she didn’t resist, letting herself sink against him. If she agreed to what Cheneth intended, she didn’t know how much time they had together. She just had to stop wasting so much time.

      “Are you sure about this?” Jasn asked her.

      “I’m not sure about anything.”

      This is where you must come, Little Light. Reghal’s voice appeared in her head, much as it had when she had suggested to Cheneth that they return here. So far, the lizard had not appeared.

      Tayln snorted, as if knowing her thoughts, and tipped her wing, diving toward the ground. The draasin shared her anxiety. The two of them had both suffered here, even if they had both managed to escape. The tower rose off the ground, piercing through the gray clouds, looming high enough that it could be seen from a distance.

      “This was where they kept you?” Jasn asked.

      She couldn’t answer. Her heart fluttered with the memories. Not only of what she had learned here but of the desire that she’d developed to work with shadows. Had Reghal not helped her, she would have attempted to summon Tenebeth. And then what would have happened to her? Would she ever have managed to get free?

      “This is where.”

      Cheneth reached the tower before them and waited along the top. He carried a short cane that Ciara suspected would help him summon, though he was Enlightened and had other ways of reaching power. Shaping. Something that she would never be able to do, but then, she had never expected the ability to summon elementals, and could never have imagined doing something that other summoners could not do.

      Yet, there was more for her, wasn’t there? She had bonded to the draasin. In some ways, she was more like Volth, though Volth had developed even more talent in the time that he’d been in Hyaln. He’d always been a powerful shaper, and she’d discovered his connection to water by accident, but now he had movements that reminded her of summoning. Had he learned the rune traps as well? If so, all that remained for him was reaching spirit to be Enlightened, and he would have mastered each of the ways to reach the elements.

      He watched her, a knowing look in his eyes. Had he reached spirit already?

      Talyn landed with a flap of her massive wings, and she leaped from the draasin’s back, not wanting to consider Jasn Volth in that way any longer. Doing so only left her with more uncertainty.

      “Why did you want us to come here?” she asked Cheneth.

      The old man—and he seemed even older now, his face thinner, his eyes more sunken in some ways—tapped his cane. A surge of power came through it, but not as strongly as what Ciara would have done. Strange that she had gone from Tsanth thinking that she could learn how to summon from Cheneth to where she was now, thinking that she could correct his ability to summon. Stranger still that the enemy had been the one to teach her what the others could not.

      “I haven’t been able to tell where to find the Khalan. If we can discover where they hide—”

      “You think the three of us will be able to destroy them?” Jasn asked.

      “Not only the three of us,” Cheneth said. “I would ask others to help.” His gaze drifted to Talyn and Ciara knew he meant the Wise.

      “They might be able to speak to the draasin, and to ride them, but if the Khalan force the draasin to attack, there is nothing that they can do,” Ciara said. It had taken all of her newfound abilities to free the draasin. The only way that she’d been successful was because there weren’t any of the Khalan remaining to oppose her. But if they traveled to the Khalan, if they thought to bring the fight to them, they risked the Wise—and the draasin.

      “Perhaps not them,” Cheneth said.

      Ciara shook her head, resting her hand on Talyn’s side. She didn’t need the connection to the draasin to know that she feared what would happen were the Khalan to gain control of her again. She could only resist the summons for so long. There was something compelling in the summons, and the way the Khalan used it forced the elementals into acting in ways they otherwise would not.

      Does the bond protect you?

      Surprisingly, Reghal answered. The bond provides some protection. He appeared on a flash of light, a long, wide-bodied lizard with a thick, dry hide. He waddled toward her.

      Jasn gasped and took a step back.

      Cheneth stared at him for a moment and then bowed his head.

      Ciara smiled. He must think you’re royalty.

      Reghal stuck out his tongue and licked her leg.

      Since first meeting him, Reghal had saved her. Not only from the way that his saliva seemed to protect her, and heal her, but the fact that he had gathered water gourds for her to drink when she had been dying of thirst out on the waste. He had been there when Tenebeth came for her, and he had been there when Shade attempted to draw her into the darkness. For so much, she owed him.

      He licked her again, nudging his body up against her.

      Does the bond protect you?

      I need no protection from the shadows.

      Why?

      Reghal licked her again.

      She smiled and looked up to see Cheneth watching her closely. Jasn eyed the nobelas lizard as if he didn’t know what to make of him. Would you stop?

      You would prefer I hide?

      I would prefer you not to lick me.

      You will need protection as well, Little Light. There are many ways to offer that protection.

      Reghal waddled to Talyn and started licking her legs. She opened her wings, and the lizard crawled up on her back and ran his tongue along the thick scales, working out onto her wings. Ciara had seen him do something similar, but that had been when the draasin had been injured. As far as she knew, Talyn wasn’t injured.

      Cheneth shook himself. “I did not ever think that I would see one of the nobelas,” he said. “He is—”

      “Interesting, I know,” Ciara said. She tapped her j’na to the stone of the tower, sending light pulsing from the draasin glass end. With that, she pointed it at Reghal, and he looked up as the light bathed him, making it so that he practically glowed.

      “I would have said majestic,” Cheneth answered.

      “He’s a lizard,” Jasn said. He started toward Talyn before seeming to catch himself. “What’s the importance of the lizard?”

      Cheneth stared at Reghal as he perched on Talyn’s back. “Nobelas is one of the oldest of the elementals. Some within Hyaln think that they might be the oldest.”

      “What element does it represent?” Jasn asked.

      Ciara watched Reghal. From what she had seen, he didn’t represent any of the elements, but at the same time, he seemed to represent them all.

      “Not any particular element,” Cheneth said.

      Ciara turned to Reghal, a sense of understanding finally reaching her. Whenever she had managed to summon Reghal or the power of nobelas, she had done so as a bright white light. She had seen nothing else like it, but it countered what Tenebeth controlled. “They represent light and—”

      “Creation.”

      She turned back to Cheneth, and he nodded.

      “That is why many think nobelas is among the oldest of the elementals, creatures that existed before anything else, a time before there was time, before there was earth or water or wind or fire. When there was only light and dark.”

      “You’re saying that nobelas is the direct counter to Tenebeth?” Jasn asked.

      Reghal watched her, and Ciara frowned. She didn’t think that was right. Reghal might be a part of something greater, and might represent the light, but he wasn’t the light.

      “There are no elementals of Tenebeth, are there?” She directed the question to Reghal, but Cheneth answered.

      “We know of none for Tenebeth, but then, the darkness represents destruction and death.”

      Not destruction. Nothingness, Reghal told her.

      Nothing?

      Where there is no life, there is nothing. That is what Voidan seeks.

      I don’t understand how we can succeed.

      You must control it as it had been before.

      How was that achieved?

      I do not know.

      “He says that Tenebeth is not destruction, but nothingness,” Ciara said.

      Cheneth watched Reghal, tapping his cane softly upon the ground. “When the Khalan summon the darkness, they draw upon the power of what?” he asked Reghal.

      There is power in the void, in the nothing.

      Cheneth’s eyes widened. He had heard.

      “How can there be power in nothing?” Jasn asked.

      How can there be power in light?

      This time, Jasn seemed to hear.

      For us to stop Voidan, we must use the light? Ciara asked.

      You will not stop Voidan. Light can overpower the dark. You must help keep the light burning brightly, and contain it, but you cannot destroy the dark, much as you could never destroy the light.

      Cheneth stared at Reghal and then turned his attention to Ciara. He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Perhaps we cannot destroy Tenebeth, but we can keep those who follow him from summoning his power.”

      He tapped his cane on the top of the tower twice in quick succession. A soft orange glow burst from the end, and he started toward the stairs leading down from the tower.
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        The elements are key, though so are the elementals. The more that we study, the more it seems the elementals are in service to the light. Creation is light, but is not darkness a part of it? Perhaps the Khalan have discovered some greater truth. We must know more before a course of action is decided.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The tower remained much as she remembered. There was a dampness to the air, one that seemed to come from humidity blowing in from the sea and the low-lying clouds rather than from anything shaped, or from another source. The walls felt less oppressive than they had when she had been here before. She recognized that as a reflection of her uncertainty from that time. Ciara should have known that something wasn’t right, and should not have needed Reghal to give her dreams for her to know that she shouldn’t have been here.

      “Where did they hold you?” Jasn asked. He stared down the long, now-darkened halls, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword and his jaw clenched. Power emanated from him, and she suspected he held onto a tight shaping as they made their way through the tower.

      “They didn’t hold me.”

      “I thought you were a prisoner here?”

      Ciara stared at the walls, thinking back to when she had been here, held by Shade, but not held. How could she explain to Jasn that she had been a prisoner, only not the way that he would imagine? She hadn’t been able to escape, not without Reghal intervening.

      The lizard followed her, every so often bumping against her leg. She resisted the urge to pat him on the head, if only for reassurance, but had the sense of his presence in her mind. That offered more reassurance than anything else.

      “A prisoner, but they didn’t hold me the same way that you think.”

      Cheneth paused at the next stair leading down. Ciara nodded as he waited. He wanted to know where to find Shade. Finding him there had been her worst memory of the tower, and she had barely survived with her life.

      Jasn placed a hand on her arm. It was warm and comforting, and she didn’t want to move. “What did they do to you?” he asked.

      She took a deep breath. What had they done to her? Something with the shadows, and with darkness. Something that had almost overwhelmed her connection to Reghal, that had nearly destroyed that ability, but she didn’t know what it was, or how they had managed.

      But she did. If she closed her eyes—especially here—she could feel the way that Shade had used the darkness on her, the way that it had wrapped around her, almost something alive. She shivered at the memory of the steady tapping that Shade had used, and the realization that his tapping had been what had nearly changed her.

      They had reached the stairs, and Ciara paused before heading down. “They unlocked my ability.”

      Reghal licked her leg and then started down the stairs.

      She watched, wondering why he didn’t simply disappear and then reappear, as she knew he had the ability, but she appreciated the fact that he remained here with her. Ciara wasn’t sure how she would have handled it if he hadn’t.

      They descended a few levels until they reached the hall where she would find Shade’s room. She wasn’t surprised to learn that there was no one else here. Even while she had been here, there hadn’t been very many people. There had been Sinsa and Doln, and there had been Shade. Ciara had been aware of others as well but had not ever really gotten to see them. Her lessons had been with Shade alone, and he had been the one who possessed her control.

      Cheneth stopped in front of the door to Shade’s room. He pressed on it but couldn’t get it to open. “Are you certain this is it?” he asked. “How did you get inside?”

      Ciara stood in front of the door and, without thinking too much about what she did, placed a summons to each of the elementals, using the technique that Shade had taught her. Ironic that his downfall came from the very skills that he had demonstrated.

      As she did, the seals protecting the door clicked open, one at a time. When completed, Cheneth watched her, his eyes widened.

      “How many elementals did you summon there?” he asked.

      “All of them,” she answered.

      Cheneth traced a hand over the door. “I hadn’t seen these before,” he noted, touching the runes. “But it makes sense. For what happened to you, there would have to have been a shaper of much power.”

      “I’m no shaper,” she said.

      Cheneth smiled. “No. You are something else.”

      He started into the room, but she caught him by the shoulder. “Why? What is it?” she asked.

      Cheneth tapped the door. “These marks indicate the elements. They are meant to be shaped, and likely are keyed to the particular shaper. I doubt that either Jasn or I would have been able to enter.”

      “How is it that I could?”

      “You summon the elementals, and in ways that the Khalan would not think possible.”

      “Why is that?” Jasn stood next to her at the door, and she was thankful for his presence.

      “You learned to summon the elementals while you were in Hyaln?” Cheneth asked.

      Jasn nodded. “I learned how to summon.”

      “What about summoning could you share?”

      Jasn glanced at Ciara before answering. “That it’s difficult. I can only hold the intent of one summons in mind at a time.” His eyes widened as he seemed to understand. “You summoned more than one elemental here, didn’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Even among the Khalan, that would be considered difficult. Most of the Khalan can summon two elementals at once, and the greatest summoners can split their intent and their summons into thirds, calling to three at once. I have not heard of anyone ever with the ability to summon four at once. In that way, it is different than shaping. Warriors can mix each of the elements as they shape, but even that is difficult, though not as difficult as what you just did. And without any movement.”

      “There is movement,” Ciara explained, “but it’s in my mind.”

      Cheneth shook his head. “Such a summons tells me that you are very powerful, Ciara S’shala. More powerful than any of the Khalan.” He glanced down at Reghal, who rested against Ciara’s leg. “I understand why you chose her, great one.”

      The lizard licked her leg in answer.

      Cheneth watched her a moment more and then pushed open the door.

      He tapped his cane and light bloomed from the end, spilling forth with a bright orange beam that flooded the room, giving it a different appearance than the last time she’d been here. Shadows had filled Shade’s room then and had only been pushed back through luck and her ability to reach her j’na.

      “You fought him here, didn’t you,” Cheneth asked.

      “I did.” Ciara noted the cot where she had found Doln, and saw a shelf with what appeared to be journals.

      She grabbed the top stack and started flipping through the pages, realizing that Shade had documented what he had done in his attempt to turn her. She found his tight scrawl nauseating, much as she found the way that he described her succumbing to the summons nauseating. A part of her wished that she had killed him when she had the chance. What purpose was there in letting him live? He would only repeat what he’d done before, and would only attempt to turn others. She couldn’t—she wouldn’t—let that happen to anyone else.

      “These scorch marks tell me that you summoned more than the elementals.”

      Ciara looked up from the journals and noted that Cheneth had crawled onto the cot and stood with his head nearly brushing the ceiling. His fingers traced across the wall, and he leaned forward as if seeing something that she could not.

      “I used my j’na,” she said.

      Jasn stood off to the side of the room, his gaze sweeping across it. Power still radiated from him, a massive amount that left her skin practically sizzling.

      Cheneth moved around the room, slowly sweeping his hands across the wall until he found something that she couldn’t see. He pressed, and with a soft click, a section of the wall slid away.

      Darkness started rolling out as he did.

      Reghal scurried forward, running faster than a creature of his size should move, and reached the doorway before any darkness could reach the rest of the room. He ran his tongue across the floor, creating a barrier out of his saliva. The darkness that moved toward them, rolling like a thing alive, struck the barrier and bounced back.

      “What is this place, Cheneth?” Jasn asked.

      He had stopped at the barrier made by Reghal and held his sword now unsheathed in his hand. Surprisingly, the blade glowed softly with a white light, but he didn’t seem to be aware of the fact that he did anything. The power coming off him had increased. Ciara wondered why she should be aware of it, but there was no doubting that was what she sensed.

      “He is here,” Ciara said. “Voidan.”

      Cheneth glanced over at her and nodded. “Tenebeth is here. A part of him, at least.”

      “Did you know before you opened the door and nearly unleashed him?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth shook his head. “I didn’t know. I should have expected something like this, especially given where we are, but didn’t expect that they would have summoned him to remain.”

      “That was how they managed to turn us,” Ciara said. It made sense now that she saw Tenebeth—at least the remnants of Tenebeth—here, that Shade would have a source to draw upon. Power that he could easily reach, and that he wouldn’t need to strain to access or complete a different summons. She hadn’t felt it when she had been here before and hadn’t known when they had returned.

      Did you know?

      This place is consumed by shadows, Little Light.

      Can we banish it?

      Reghal turned his head so that he could look up at her. Do you wish to banish the darkness from this place? Think of where it will go, and what else it can affect. At least here it is contained.

      Is it? What happens if others come here? What happens to them then?

      “Can you use your spear to blast the darkness away again?” Jasn asked.

      Ciara glanced at Reghal, but he was busy running his tongue along the floor, moving back and then forth, almost in a steady rhythm. In some ways, it appeared as if he were summoning the barrier.

      “We won’t destroy it,” she said, “only release it. We need to find a way to contain it.”

      Cheneth laughed softly. “It seems our nobelas friend has already found a way to contain it.”

      “Only here,” Jasn said. “There’s more within this tower, isn’t there?”

      Ciara tapped her j’na, getting the draasin glass to glow with a bright white light, and added even more intent as she visualized what she wanted from the j’na. As she did, she felt the way that the entire tower pulsed with dark energy, and thought that she understood.

      This is why you wanted me to come here.

      You needed to come here, Little Light.

      What can I do, Reghal? Why did you want me here?

      She tapped her j’na again and felt the power surging through the tower, the way that it practically called to the darkness.

      And she understood.

      That was the purpose of this tower. Somehow, it helped the Khalan summon Tenebeth, whether they knew that was what they did or not. The tower itself acted something like her j’na, focusing the dark power and enhancing it. That was why Shade had brought her here, and why he hadn’t wanted her to leave once he had. It must also be the reason the Khalan had summoned the draasin here, holding them. For some reason, the darkness and Tenebeth feared the draasin.

      Draasin are Fire. Fire is Light.

      Talyn’s voice roared through her mind, as did the anger that she felt from her confinement here before.

      Water is life, she said, repeating the words that had been said to her when she still lived in Rens, when scarce water had been crucial for survival.

      Wind is life. Earth is life. This came from Reghal. Each are life. Each a part of light. The draasin burn brightly, which is why Voidan seeks to claim them, but there are other elementals that share the same vibrancy, that are as much life as the draasin.

      How can we contain Tenebeth here? Do we destroy the tower?

      Destruction will only free Voidan. Now you must contain.

      Ciara looked around, wondering what could be done to contain Tenebeth, and knew that it couldn’t be done here. Within the tower, they would only segment the power that existed, but if they could somehow find a way to contain it outside of the tower.

      “We need to go,” she said.

      Cheneth shook his head. “We must contain this, Ciara. You were right that we needed to come here. Now that we are, we have to find a way to contain the darkness so that it doesn’t escape, and so the Khalan cannot use it.”

      “We can’t leave,” Ciara agreed, “but we can’t remain inside the tower. We’ll have to leave if we are to contain it.”

      She watched as the darkness flexed against the barrier that Reghal had created. The barrier held, but as she held onto her j’na, and as she sensed the power flowing through it, she became aware of darkness now swirling around it, as if it went through the stone of the tower, somehow finding its way around the protections that they had in place.

      Thunder rumbled distantly. Cheneth looked up, his eyes narrowing as he tapped on his cane. “They’re coming,” he whispered.

      “Who?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth closed his eyes. “The Khalan.”

    

  




    
      
        
          15

        

        

    
    






          Shade

        

      

    
    
      
        
        She summons the light. I must learn this as well. If I could summon both darkness and light, there would be no reason to fear either.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      “Hold her!” Shade demanded.

      They were in the midst of the forest, dappled moonlight filtering through the trees. Restain looked over at him with a look that dripped with annoyance, but Shade ignored her. The old woman had already proven troublesome to them. When they came across her in the forest, she had used her cane as a way to summon the elementals, as if one of the Wise could summon with more skill than the Khalan.

      “Do you really think that she can do anything to us now?” Sevn asked. He held the woman with a summons of earth and wind, and from the grim look on his face, it appeared that he struggled to maintain it. That strain gave Shade some insight as to Sevn’s strength, insight that he would use against him when this was all over.

      Shade looked toward the forest and the trees rising around them. The old woman had managed to get past them for nearly a day, and in that time, they had discovered nothing about the woman they’d captured. Shade suspected that she was of Hyaln, but he didn’t know for certain.

      “I think that she eluded us long enough,” he countered.

      “Do you not think it interesting that we caught her now?” Restain asked.

      “Why would that be interesting?” Sevn asked.

      “Only because we have searched these woods for the last day and come across nothing. Maybe there is nothing, but I wonder if perhaps we have overlooked her companion.”

      Shade glanced at the dark-haired woman lying in a heap on the ground. He held her with his summons to the dark, letting it swirl around her. So far, she had managed to resist even as she lay unmoving. He did not expect that to last much longer.

      “Her companion says nothing.”

      “That is not the one that I fear,” Restain noted.

      “There are no draasin in the forest,” Shade said. “If there were, we would have encountered them by now.”

      Restain pressed her lips together in such a way that he could tell she remained unconvinced.

      “Do you intend to use them both?” Sevn asked.

      “I intend for us to have answers. If this one is Wise, then Restain is right. We do need to find the draasin. It’s possible that we can use her to recapture the others.”

      “There will be no recapturing of the draasin,” the woman said.

      She spoke calmly, and her gray eyes stared at Shade with an intensity that almost forced him to look away. In some ways, she reminded him of Ghalen, and the quiet confidence that he exuded. There would come a time when others would see Shade in the same way.

      “You speak boldly for a woman trapped as you are.”

      The woman sniffed. “Trapped? Is that what you believe?”

      Shade shot a look at Sevn, but the fool still seemed to hold her. Whatever the woman wanted them to believe was nothing but a wish. “Hold her,” he snapped.

      Sevn glared at him, but the summons on earth and on wind increased, holding onto the woman more securely. She said nothing and continued to make no expression that would show she struggled against the summons.

      Few of the wise were able to shape. For most, their ability came from the connection they shared with the draasin. There were others able to ride other elementals, but there had not been that kind of wise within Hyaln for many years.

      Shade ignored the woman and turned his focus back to the dark-haired one on the ground. Using a summons to earth and water, while still holding onto the darkness, he forced her to awaken. He would get answers from her, and then he would sway her.

      Pulling on the summons for this required an increased focus and a hardening of his intent. This involved him forcing the elementals to behave in ways that they would not choose, but then, they were meant for men to use. That was the reason the Creator had granted the ability to perform summons. Shapers might think themselves superior to the Khalan, but the Khalan accessed the power of the elements in such a way that the others could not understand. They could force power from multiple elementals, drawing much more strength than a single shaper would ever manage.

      With his summoning, the woman sucked in a sharp breath and gasped, opening her eyes.

      Shade leaned over her and smiled when she attempted to kick him. “You will find that you are quite well restrained.”

      The woman’s eyes quickly scanned the forest around them and hesitated the longest as she stared at Restain. Did the woman recognize her? Shade hadn’t met Restain before Ghalen had demanded that he take her with him as he left Kalahs. There were many within the Khalan that he didn’t know, especially as his focus had been on using the dark summons to twist others. Once he mastered that, he understood that he had a different way that he would serve, at least for now. In time, he would take his eventual seat upon the Khal, and eventually he would rule.

      “There’s nothing that I have that you want,” the woman said.

      Shade thought he recognized her, if not her face then her voice, but couldn’t be certain. “I think that you might have something that I want.” He reached for her, and she attempted to kick again. Shade smiled. “Don’t worry. Soon you won’t want to fight.”

      The woman writhed in place another moment before giving up again. “I’ll always want to fight.”

      Shade grinned. “Good.”

      He tapped his fingers together, bringing the summons for the shadows forth. With the darkness and the shadows, the intent was much more important for him to hold within his mind, especially as he attempted this portion of the summoning. No longer could he allow himself the distraction of holding the summons of earth and wind at the same time, not if he wanted to instigate the summons that he would use now. Once started, he could maintain it without much difficulty, but initializing it was the first—and hardest—step.

      The woman seemed to realized what he was doing and started to kick again. Now that she was free from the effect of his other summons, she moved more freely.

      Shade struck.

      With his summons, he wrapped the shadows around her, sending them spiraling first around her arms and then her legs before writhing into her chest and down, before pulling the summons and the shadows toward her head.

      Her eyes widened.

      “You feel this now,” he said.

      She opened her mouth as if to yell, but no sound came out. That was good. If she could still speak, it meant his control faded.

      Shade forced the intent even more firmly into his mind. As he did, he tapped more vigorously, sending the intent that he had coursing through her.

      The woman tried to resist. He felt a shaping building—now there could be no doubt that she shaped—but he pressed on, slamming his intent through her, letting the darkness run through.

      Then he started to seal it.

      As he did, a cry echoed from deep within the forest.

      Shade looked up. This was a critical time for the summons. For this part to work, he could not have any distractions, nothing that would take him away from what he attempted.

      “That is a draasin cry,” Restain said. She sounded calmer than he would have expected and watched him with a curious expression as if waiting to see what he might do with the draasin coming.

      Shade focused on the woman, trying to seal in the darkness that he’d summoned to her, but his focus had faltered, leaving it harder than it should be.

      The cry came again, this time closer.

      Shade looked over at the old woman. An amused smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. Had the damned woman wanted to get captured?

      Blast her!

      Another cry, and this time he could feel the change in the air as the draasin approached. It would not be some mindless creature, not like those that he had manipulated. This would be a mighty force, one tied to the Wise woman, and one that he would struggle to control. He could not manage to summon both the darkness and control a fire elemental at the same time.

      Shade released the summons. He would have to try it again once they got free of the draasin. For now, he needed to get them free.

      “Take her,” he told Sevn, motioning to the old woman.

      Sevn hesitated, the strain on his face showed he still felt the effects of trying to hold his summons while containing her. The fool wouldn’t even make this easy on them!

      Shade stormed over and took the cane from the woman. She watched him with the same hint of amusement on her face, even when he struck her with it. Her eyes drifted closed, knocked out.

      The draasin roared nearby.

      “I am not certain that it is wise to strike one of the Wise,” Restain noted.

      “Gather her,” he said to her, motioning to the woman. “Bind her if you can. Do the same as I did with the other if not. Then we go.”

      Restain hesitated, long enough that Shade could see that she wouldn’t necessarily follow what he wanted, before moving to the dark-skinned woman and whispering softly into her ear, saying only a few words to her before the woman tipped her head back and stopped moving.

      Had she summoned darkness for that? Shade hadn’t seen it used in such a way, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be. There were many ways to use the elementals, and he knew that he’d only scratched the surface with the darkness. In time, he suspected that he would be able to do much more with it, perhaps enough that he would discover a way to take his place among the Khal. Few of the Khal knew enough about the darkness, and certainly none of them had been clever enough to attempt the summonings that he had tried.

      The draasin neared. He could feel the damned creature, like a painful grating sensation within his mind.

      He shifted his summons, moving to wind and earth, avoiding fire especially with one of the draasin so near. Sevn did the same, only he had the Wise woman to carry with him. Restain prepared a summons of water, strangely enough, creating something like a disk that she floated on top of as she raised into the air, holding the shaper with her.

      As soon as they reached the sky, the draasin appeared.

      It was a massive creature, full of black scales and hard spikes, much larger than those they had tamed before. This would be a powerful creature to have under his control.

      Shade started pulling on the darkness.

      “You fool!” Restain snapped. “Now is not the time—”

      “If we get this creature under our control, we will not have to worry about the Wise woman waking. Then we can use the draasin to help us hunt for the other.”

      The draasin snapped toward them, long teeth coming dangerously close, avoided only by the fact that he could shift the summons of wind to create a buffer. As he did, he lost control of the summons somewhat and dropped toward the ground.

      Damn!

      Bolstering the connection to his summons, and forming it more firmly within his mind, Shade took to the air again, now righted and soaring up behind the draasin as it chased Restain and Sevn.

      Not both.

      The damned draasin targeted Sevn. A part of Shade wanted to let the creature take him. That would serve Sevn for the fact that he’d opposed him as long as he had, but Sevn carried the Wise, which was probably the reason that the draasin targeted him.

      Changing the direction of his summons, he attacked the draasin, wrapping it with bonds of wind. He added earth summons to it, pulling on the elementals within the mountains. They were powerful here, and plentiful enough that Shade thought that he would be able to hold the draasin long enough to finish the summons of the darkness.

      With a furious roar, the draasin broke free of the wind, shaking it off with a massive and violent shake of its wings. Then the draasin turned its attention to Shade.

      Using a controlled summons of the wind, he dropped to the ground, careful to keep the draasin in view, but more importantly, wanting the draasin to keep him in view. He needed the creature to follow him and not the others. On the ground, he would have a different advantage, one that would allow him to gather the effort of the earth elementals here.

      The draasin seemed to understand the risk. It tucked its wings against its body and streaked toward him, shooting like an arrow.

      Shade swore to himself. What foolish thing was he doing, letting the draasin chase him? If this went awry, he would be killed. No. He would not give Sevn—or even Restain—that satisfaction.

      A slight change in his summons pulled him to the north, where he landed with a hard drop. Shade immediately began work on summoning the earth, drawing it like a shield around him. As the draasin approached, Shade used a change in the summons, curving it over the creature.

      The draasin seemed to anticipate it, slamming through the earth barrier with a spiked tail.

      There were other ways that he could summon the earth, but he would have to abandon his intent with the wind. Doing so would put him in danger if he needed to escape.

      His gaze flickered to the sky. Surprisingly, Sevn and Restain remained, both circling. Maybe it was not as surprising as he thought. They would be just as pleased to see him devoured as he would be seeing either of them suffer the same fate.

      Releasing the wind completely, Shade focused on earth.

      This time, he summoned it in such a way that it arced up and around the draasin before hooking back down, latching on to either of the draasin’s legs. All he needed was to secure one of them. Then he would be able to reach the others.

      The summoning held.

      Shade almost roared in celebration. He forced the intent within his mind and shifted the earth, wrapping the other leg. The draasin couldn’t move.

      It could still breathe fire.

      Shade used another summons, this time to protect himself. Earth countered fire better than anything other than fire itself. The draasin fire bounced harmlessly off him, leaving him untouched.

      He stalked forward, pulling on the earth, drawing the damned draasin deeper into the earth. The creature tried flicking its tail, but Shade had bound that as well.

      “You can go nowhere,” he said.

      The draasin prepared to roar, but Shade was ready and shielded himself with earth.

      He took another step toward the draasin, readying his shaping of darkness. To secure the creature, he would need to hold onto the earth summons while summoning the darkness at the same time. It would be difficult, but not impossible. Holding a summons was orders of magnitude easier than forming it in the first place.

      As he shifted his focus, the draasin unfurled its wings.

      Shade hadn’t planned on that.

      The draasin flapped them once, twice, and with the third, it managed to pull free of the earth.

      This was an impressive creature. A summons such as he held should have been enough to secure it, and would have been enough to secure any number of lesser creatures. This draasin shrugged it off as if he were nothing.

      Shade turned his attention back to the draasin, but he would be too slow.

      Already he saw the spiked tail coming toward him.

      He shifted his summons, but it wouldn’t be enough.

      Turning away, he didn’t want to watch his own end.

      The blow never came.

      Shade turned back and saw a muscular man dressed in long furs standing atop the draasin, a massive chain that appeared crafted from earth and stone now wrapped around the creature’s neck. The draasin attempted to fight, trying to shake the man off, but he pulled the chain tight. As he did, color flashed along the chain, reminding him of the rune traps used in Hyaln, but this was no rune trap like he’d ever seen. This man was nothing like he’d ever seen, casually standing atop the draasin, holding onto the chains, as he forced the creature down to the ground.

      He stared, dumbfounded for the first time in his adult life, not certain what to say for a long moment. When he finally managed to speak, the only words that came out were, “Who are you?”
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        The Hyaln believe they understand the elements and the elementals. They have demonstrated their knowledge but have held it suppressed, preventing others from learning from them. Some believe they speak to the elementals, only those who were able to listen were few.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Jasn held his sword, pulling shapings of each of the elements through it, augmenting with his connection to water as well as the summons to water, so that it surged with increased light. The tower pressed around him with malevolence, and he could practically feel the way it wanted to press against him like it was alive.

      From what Cheneth and Ciara described of the Khalan and the way that they summoned the darkness and the power of Tenebeth, perhaps it was.

      Ciara led them through the tower, guiding them down the stairs. The strange lizard waddled along next to her. Every so often, he paused and licked at the ground, or licked at Ciara. She didn’t seem to mind the attention.

      There was something about the lizard that Jasn couldn’t quite put his finger on. The creature had power—Jasn could feel that about him—but there was something else there as well. Almost a familiarity that he sensed, as if he should know him, or should at least know of his power.

      Can you detect Tenebeth here? he asked of the water elemental.

      There is darkness here.

      Voidan. That’s what you call it.

      Voidan, the water elemental agreed.

      Can I heal this tower?

      There is no healing from Voidan.

      No healing. Then how were they supposed to find a way to stop Tenebeth? If they couldn’t heal from the effects caused by him, what could they do to stop it? Would there be others like Thenas who attacked? Without Ciara, he wouldn’t have been able to stop him, and that was only one shaper. If there were others… Jasn shivered.

      Ciara glanced back at him, and he forced a smile. He didn’t need her worrying about him. She had been through enough—and more than he had realized—that made it hard to imagine her willingness to keep pushing forward.

      The stairs opened into a wide foyer. A massive door was closed, and Ciara tapped her spear a few times, letting the light glow brighter, and touched it to the door.

      She had changed in her time trapped here.

      Ciara had never been weak. Jasn doubted that someone could grow up within Rens and actually be weak. But she had been tentative and had not known—or believed—the extent of her abilities. Now there was a confidence, something that made her almost seem fearless.

      The light that emanated from her spear carried with it an edge of warmth. Jasn sighed when that light washed over him.

      The door opened to a gray sky on the other side. A cool breeze gusted into the tower, and the steady drumbeats of thunder sounded closer than they had while deeper in the tower. When he looked at the sky, he saw nothing that told him there was anything coming, no sign of Tenebeth.

      “Are you sure that these Khalan are coming?” he asked Cheneth.

      “I’m sure. I can feel them. You could as well if you focused on them.”

      Jasn wondered if he could. The time that he’d spent in Hyaln had taught him a great many things and had brought him closer to his connection to the elements than he ever would have believed possible. Always before, though he had been connected to the elements, and connected even to the elemental of water, he had thought that he knew enough. Most of the Order thought that they knew about the elements and about shaping. Some might be more skilled than others, but none would have believed that there was power such as he had witnessed within Hyaln, power that he now could access as well.

      Can you help me know if Voidan approaches? he asked.

      Not Voidan. Those who would reach him come.

      Jasn swallowed. That would be the Khalan.

      “Can you do anything here?” Cheneth asked Ciara.

      The lizard made its way around the base of the tower, still licking the ground. Jasn had thought that strange when he did it within the tower, and it seemed no less unusual now that they were outside, but he couldn’t deny that he sensed a shift in the power as the lizard did it. There was less pressure on him, as if whatever the lizard did with the tower somehow sealed off the darkness.

      “I will do what I can. I will need time.”

      Cheneth glanced over at Jasn. “We will have to provide her with that time.”

      Jasn nodded. Drawing more shaping power through his sword, he began a steady summons, calling to water as he spoke to it through his elemental connection. Using them together in that way made the shaping more powerful. Hyaln had taught him that he could use water in ways that he had not realized were possible, and that he could do more than heal with it. Learning that made him more powerful in some ways.

      Thunder exploded nearby.

      Jasn took to the air. He didn’t use a shaping of wind or the warrior shaping that he once would have selected. Now he used water, allowing it to propel him forward, shooting him into the sky. Once airborne, he pulled on the water within the air, summoning it to him and creating something like a platform to stand upon.

      Cheneth shaped himself into the air, using wind and what seemed to be earth, holding himself aloft in a way that Jasn would never have considered, even after his time in Hyaln.

      “They’re nearly here,” he said to Cheneth.

      “Yes. And we must give Ciara and the nobelas time.”

      “Time for what?” He looked at the ground, but a fog seemed to have rolled in, and he couldn’t see Ciara or the base of the tower any longer. If she were to somehow seal off the tower—or destroy it, he had to admit—would she be strong enough alone?

      “Time for whatever nobelas guides her to do.”

      “What is that creature?” Jasn asked. Power pulsed against him, power that felt like what he remembered when Thenas had attacked. Jasn was better prepared and pushed back, using not only a shaping but adding what he could summon and what additional support the elemental offered to him.

      “There are elementals, and there are Elementals,” Cheneth answered.

      “So something like an elemental king?”

      “I doubt nobelas would ever consider that he ruled the others, but the comparison is apt.”

      And Ciara had bonded to it. “Does that make Tenebeth another king?”

      “I don’t know that you could ever consider Tenebeth kingly. More like an invading army.”

      Jasn started to laugh, but earth surged at him.

      Jasn caught the attack and turned, using the shaping of water to carry him to the side. He couldn’t see the attacker but connected as he was to water and to the elemental, he didn’t need to necessarily see the attacker. He could find them with water, and failing that, he had a growing suspicion that he could use spirt to help him track the Khalan, if only he knew how.

      Water revealed five attackers.

      “There are five!” he shouted to Cheneth.

      “That is what I count as well.”

      He looked over at the old man, watching the way that he shaped himself in the air, and couldn’t help but think of the first impression he’d had of Cheneth when he’d first come to the barracks. Could he really have ever believed Cheneth nothing more than a scholar? Now it seemed practically impossible to believe, especially knowing what he did of Hyaln and that Cheneth was one of the Enlightened. But Cheneth appeared weary. Whatever he had been doing in the time since Jasn had been in Hyaln had weakened him. Would he be strong enough to face the attack from the Khalan? If he survived this one, what of the next?

      He didn’t get the chance to think of the answer.

      Another attack came, this time from multiple directions, and used fire mixed with earth and wind. Not water. It was almost as if the Khalan knew that he could control water better than them.

      Could they know that?

      Jasn twisted the connection to water, drawing it toward him, and sent it in a flood toward the nearest pair of attackers. As he did, he widened the flow, much like a river as it flowed toward the sea. He could tell when his water shaping struck the first of the Khalan. Jasn pressed harder with the shaping, sending the attacker spinning toward the ground, where he pinned him with a shaping of earth.

      Something slammed into him.

      His vision flickered, but water coursed through him, the elemental restoring him as it often had during his days as the Wrecker of Rens. Jasn spun, searching for what had hit him, and found a wide woman—one nearly as large as Oliver—wearing a long, dark robe. Gray hair ran in two braids down either side of her head.

      Another attack came from her, this time with fire and earth. The combination was difficult for shapers because of the way the elements contrasted, even for the strongest of shapers, and this woman threw it at him as if there were nothing to it. Jasn resisted, using water to form a torrent around himself, protecting himself as he tried to gather his bearings.

      His head still buzzed where he’d been hit, and he struggled to keep his focus.

      Earth and fire like that meant a summons. Only fire would be easily countered by water, and if the elemental that the woman used was strong enough, he might not even be able to do that.

      Jasn had to try.

      Shifting the summons, he sent a request to the elemental and formed the intent that he had within his mind, pressing out and against the Khalan attacker as he did. The shaping that attacked him parted, and he struck her with the full force of the water shaping.

      The pressure against him suddenly faded.

      Two attackers were downed or injured. Either way, Jasn shifted his focus to the three others that he’d detected when the attack began.

      But couldn’t find them.

      And there was no sense of Cheneth.

      Jasn pressed through water, and pressed through his connection to spirit, sending it washing out away from him. As he did, he didn’t detect anything. Not even Ciara down below. The connection to the water elemental seemed muted as well, and though he called to water, there came no answer.

      Had water abandoned him?

      Jasn hesitated. He’d sensed something like this before.

      He turned the water shaping inward, sending it washing over himself.

      As he did, the connection to the water elemental returned. The sense of Cheneth returned, along with the three… no, four… remaining attackers. Somewhere below, he also detected Ciara.

      How much trouble would she have, especially as he had this much difficulty? Would she have been able to create the barrier around the tower as she intended, or would the attackers have reached her?

      Cheneth cried out. Jasn noted his heart speeding, and he appeared to fall.

      Damn!

      Shifting his shaping, he streaked toward the ground, letting water and air part before him so that he could reach the old man before he struck the ground.

      The fog parted before him as well, and Jasn saw Cheneth. The old man’s eyes were closed, and Jasn wouldn’t be able to reach him before he hit the ground.

      Using wind, he created a buffer and scooped him from below.

      Cheneth dropped slowly to the ground.

      A hammer struck Jasn, and he went flying.

      Pain shot through his back and his legs went numb.

      In that moment, he was paralyzed, then water started working through him. A cold sensation—that of healing—washed up through him, beginning from his toes as feeling returned to his feet.

      Jasn spun, creating a shaping of earth and wind, mixing all the water that he could draw into it, and sent it splaying out toward his attacker.

      He didn’t expect the attack to hit and didn’t think that it would do anything if it did. All he wanted was to give himself time.

      Using water, he counted the attackers. There had been five, but he’d taken out two of them, hadn’t he? Why did he still detect five attackers?

      Water wasn’t going to be enough, not against the Khalan. They were powerful, but then, he knew that they would be. Even his combination of summoning and shaping was not enough. The elemental connection kept him alive, but it didn’t do anything more than that.

      Streamers of dark shadow swirled around him. That must have been what had reached him before and had nearly separated his connection to the elemental. Had Jasn not been aware of it, and had he not experienced something like it before, he wouldn’t have been able to counter it.

      Water wasn’t going to be enough. He needed something else.

      There had to be something. Having the ability to reach spirit had to account for something, didn’t it?

      Could he use spirit?

      Not to attack, he didn’t think.

      But he’d formed rune traps along his sword. Was there anything there that he could use? Power stored within the sword, elemental power, would have to be able to help.

      Jasn shaped each element through the sword.

      It had glowed in the past, but not quite as brightly as it did now. In some ways, it reminded him of the way that Ciara’s spear glowed when she summoned light and used it against Tenebeth.

      Jasn pressed more power through his sword.

      He swiped at the shadows, at the darkness. It retreated.

      Would this work?

      Hope surged in him.

      Three of the Khalan attackers were near him. He streaked toward them, drawing through the sword as he did. Darkness attempted to reach him, but he sliced at it, sending it drifting harmlessly away. The darkness grew thicker, and he wondered if he would be able to do anything other than delay, especially this near the tower, where they were able to reach Tenebeth more easily.

      Jasn struck the wide woman, and she fell. He spun and a thin man attacked, but Jasn was faster. He had been the Wrecker of Rens. He was a soldier of the Order. He was one of the Hyaln. The man fell.

      The third was a younger woman. Her face reminded him of Katya when they first met, her eyes dark and knowing, and her pouty lips curved in such a way that seemed meant for him. But fingers of shadows streamed from her, and Jasn knew that if he did nothing, she would reach him. Hating himself as he did, he struck her down.

      That left two more.

      Where were they? He could detect them, but they seemed muted as if they had discovered some way to disguise themselves. Could they use water somehow?

      They might disguise with water, but they would not with spirit.

      He found them. They were near the ground. Near Ciara.

      Jasn streaked toward them.

      Too late, he realized that they were on either side of her. She focused on the tower, her spear tapping rhythmically as she spun in something like a dance, seemingly oblivious to the fact that they were there.

      Jasn stabbed at the nearest and missed. The other turned a short staff and pointed it at Ciara.

      He lunged but wasn’t quick enough. His shaping wasn’t quick enough.

      And a blast of darkness caught him in the chest.
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        Darkness counters the light. It is balance, much like night is to day.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Ciara made a steady circle around the base of the tower. Reghal followed her, his tongue slowly licking the ground. She felt how whatever Reghal did contained the shadows, that it somehow managed to suppress Tenebeth. If she had enough time, she thought that she would be able to help, to add to what he did, and that she could suppress Tenebeth here.

      But the battle overhead told her that she didn’t have the time she wanted.

      Jasn and Cheneth fought. She could feel the effect of their shaping, as if it worked through her bones, just as she could feel the pressure of the darkness as it swirled against them. There were five Khalan, and they pulled on the power of the darkness with incredible strength, strength that rivaled what Shade had managed. Ciara had the sense that if she did not act fast enough, they would prevent her from sealing off the tower. Even if she did act fast enough, she worried that they would be able to tear down the barrier that she and Reghal created.

      We must move quickly, she told him.

      Speed is not the solution, Little Light. We must be successful. Focus.

      I don’t know what it is that I am to do.

      You are to follow my path. Add your light to what I do.

      She tapped her j’na as she walked, leaving it glowing, thankful that it cast away some of the shadows and the gloom. Reghal moved steadily, his tongue drawing across the ground, power surging through him as well, leaving his body glowing almost a yellowish white. If she hadn’t known how powerful he was before, she certainly did now.

      As she completed her pattern, dancing along with her lizard companion, she lost track of the battle overhead. She became consumed by what she did, by the steps needed of the pattern, but the way that power surged from the draasin glass.

      How is it that I know this pattern?

      This was not one that Shade had taught. He would not have been able—or willing, she suspected—to teach her how to reach the light. But the pattern felt natural to her, one that she should have known, one that she always had known. In some ways, it was one of the very first that she had ever done. This was the pattern that she had done when she was in Tsanth, when she had first encountered Talyn tainted by Tenebeth, as she and the others of Ter managed to rescue him.

      You are born of the light. You have always known this pattern.

      It wasn’t one that she would have been able to visualize, she didn’t think. The steps were too complicated, the movements too careful, yet when she held the j’na, and as she danced around the base of the tower, the pattern flowed from her easily.

      She completed one pass.

      The pressure of the darkness eased, and then strained, against the summons that she called. It attempted to press beyond what she had done as if it could burst free, but Ciara continued to move, and Reghal continued his steady pace around the tower, his tongue dragging along the ground.

      Thunder rumbled, and the wind picked up.

      Now she felt the shadows as they pressed against her. Tenebeth must know what she did. Shadows flickered at the edge of her vision, but so far had not coalesced into anything more.

      “Do you really think that you can defeat me?”

      Ciara paused. She didn’t need to turn to know that Tenebeth had appeared. She could feel him, though he stood on the other side of the barrier that she created as if he didn’t want to risk getting contained within it.

      Reghal nudged her, and she took the hint. She couldn’t let herself get distracted by Tenebeth and could not allow him to delay what she attempted.

      Ciara took another step. This one was harder than it had been as if Tenebeth’s appearance somehow delayed her.

      “You think to ignore me, but you can’t, Ciara.” He smiled. She didn’t have to look at him to know that he did, she could hear it in his voice, one that sounded like the soft seduction of the night, that of a mixture of shadows and death. “Yes, I know your name. I have always known your name. You might think to avoid me, but there is nothing that you can do. You will come to me. You have always come to me. All that I need is time.”

      Do not answer, Little Light.

      Reghal nudged her as he spoke. Ciara shook herself, trying to clear the sound of Tenebeth’s voice from her mind. He was there, deep in her head, and though she hadn’t invited him, he somehow managed to crawl into her mind.

      She took another step, this time slamming her j’na down. Light exploded from the end of the spear as she did, and she let out a relieved sigh.

      Tenebeth laughed. “Do you think that delays me? You can try, but you have not the power to suppress me, Ciara S’shala.”

      Ciara took another step. She lifted her j’na and slammed it back down again, letting the sound flow through her. Light surged from the end of the spear and pressed back the shadows around her.

      Another step. Then another.

      This felt as difficult as when she’d first started learning how to summon. At that time, she hadn’t known the technique and had attempted to summon with little more than cursory guidance, the recommendation from Cheneth that she focus on the connection to the elementals and try to draw whatever power from them that she could. Now, she had a greater connection to the elementals, and Shade had guided her through the summons, teaching her all that she had to know.

      She slammed the j’na into the ground again. This time, light flowed not so much out as it did away from her, pressing back what she detected from Tenebeth.

      Reghal pressed against her legs much as he had the first time that she’d faced Tenebeth. She glanced down at him and realized that she had started to veer away from the pattern that she intended to create. Tenebeth had coerced into leaving the pattern that she wanted, guiding her away—and toward him.

      Ciara took a deep breath and focused on the intent of her summons again. That was the key: holding the intent within her mind so that she could draw forth what she intended. In this case, what she wanted to draw forward was the light, pulling on the connection with it.

      Another step, this time back toward the circle that she’d formed around the base of the tower. Reghal followed her, bumping into her every so often, licking her leg as he did. Tenebeth followed her, a dark shadow of a man who watched, more curious than concerned.

      “Do you really think that you will succeed? Your friends will die unless you call to me. You could save them then. You could save him.”

      An image of Jasn Volth formed in her mind, this time unbidden.

      Had Tenebeth placed the image there? Did he know of her feelings toward Jasn, and the fear that she had to act upon them?

      Tenebeth laughed. “You almost have come to me twice before. Do you think that you can refuse? Others have thought the same and have failed. What makes you think that you are special?”

      She looked over at him as she lifted her j’na, anger coursing through her. She held the intent within her mind more easily now. “Why do you want me if I’m not special?” she demanded.

      Then she slammed the j’na into the ground once more.

      Light burst from it, and she swung it around so that it struck where Tenebeth had been standing. The shadows disappeared in a flash of light. When she brought her j’na back down, Tenebeth was gone.

      Ciara let out a long sigh. Reghal nudged her, pushing her back toward the circle they had formed around the base of the tower. She took a step, continuing the pattern. A part of her felt weary, drained from the effort, but the steady power coursing through her j’na, summoned by her movements, helped restore her strength. That, and the connection to the elementals.

      With each step she took, she felt the seal around the tower strengthen. Would this be enough to suppress Tenebeth? She had to hope that it would be and that by doing this, they would weaken the Khalan, which then would give them more time to find where they hid, and attack if needed.

      Reghal stopped.

      Ciara stopped behind him.

      His body started to glow, and the ring around the tower glowed with him. It pulsed, something steady like a heartbeat, and Ciara found herself drawn toward the pulsing. She tapped her j’na in sync with it.

      As she did, she noticed two of the Khalan approaching.

      This must not be interrupted, Reghal said.

      Ciara could sense the same. If she stopped, if Reghal stopped, they would have to begin the entire process again, and she didn’t know if she had the strength for it, or whether they would be able to press back another Khalan attack.

      The two Khalan stopped on either side of her. She recognized the summons they used against her—it was one that Shade had intended to teach to her, and one that he had demonstrated several times when he’d used it against Sinsa and Doln. It wouldn’t take much for her to stop it—other than to disrupt the summons that she worked. Then they would fail.

      Talyn!

      Where was the draasin? She should be able to protect her, and Ciara should have thought about trying to call to her before now, but hadn’t. If Talyn would enter the fight, she could help not only Ciara, but Jasn and Cheneth.

      Little Light?

      Something was wrong with the draasin.

      Ciara didn’t have time to think about what it was. Could the Khalan have somehow influenced her as well? Had they used a summons against the draasin? She thought that the bond between them protected Talyn, but what if it did not?

      Ciara maintained her focus, holding onto the connection that she felt through Reghal. She followed his movement, drawing forth more of the light. It surged from the ground, bathing the tower in a soft light that built steadily. All they needed was another moment. She could feel how tantalizingly close they were to completing it.

      The Khalan attacked.

      Power exploded from them.

      Ciara held her focus. If she died, at least she could complete this pattern.

      Jasn shouted, and his voice nearly tore her focus off what she needed to do.

      Another few seconds. The power sweeping along the edge of the tower was nearly complete.

      She sensed another explosion of power, this time streaking toward her.

      Ciara made the last movement.

      Reghal exploded in bright white light as Ciara expected to be hit by the attack, but it didn’t come.

      She finally risked turning. Jasn lay on the ground, crumpled, with black streaks running along his chest and stranding out toward his fingers and down his belly.

      Not yet, Little Light.

      The Khalan that had attacked him turned to her, a wide smirk across his face. All Ciara would have to do would be to blast him with her j’na, but she didn’t dare, not until Reghal told her that their summons to contain the tower was complete.

      Another attack built from the Khalan.

      Ciara felt compelled to make one more movement, this time swirling her j’na over her head. As she did, light spilled from the end, sending the draasin glass vibrating with power.

      Throw it, Reghal urged.

      Ciara hesitated.

      The attack released.

      Ciara threw, launching the spear at the tower, where it impaled all the way to the draasin glass tip, the stone practically swallowing her j’na.

      Then she was hit.
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        The College of Scholars is a place of understanding. The library surpasses any found elsewhere. The college possesses records dating back thousands of years, though they are protected, and few are able to access them.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena stood atop the tower, the wind swirling around her and the sun shining brightly in the cloudless sky. In some ways, it pained her to be here, forced into a position that she never wanted, but in others, what choice did she really have? Atenas had been attacked. She might not be the same member of the Order that she once had been, but she had a responsibility to help, even if she didn’t want to. Even the draasin seemed able to tell her that.

      “You look like you swallowed a bola fruit,” Oliver said.

      His hands were clasped behind his back, one of them concealing the spirit stick that he kept with him at all times. The long robe he wore barely covered his enormous belly. She suspected that more fabric had gone into making the robe than had been used by shapers during the earliest attacks on Rens.

      “I hear them more loudly than I had before,” Alena said. She closed her eyes and focused on the hatchling curled up next to the hearth in her room. The door was sealed as tightly as she could manage so that hopefully no one else accidentally came upon it.

      “Them? What them do you hear?”

      Alena closed her eyes, in some ways wishing that she didn’t hear the draasin voices deep in her mind, but she couldn’t shut them out, even when she wanted to. Now they had become more frequent, though she didn’t understand why.

      “The draasin, you idiot,” Yanda said. The woman seemed impossibly frail and tiny compared to Oliver, but she remained faithfully by his side and stood up to him as well as anyone. Like Oliver, she clutched a spirit stick in her hands, but she held them clasped in front of her. Her gaze swept around the city as if trying to take in all the destruction that had been done by the false council.

      “Yes, the draasin,” Alena said. “I hear them.”

      Oliver glared at Yanda, but his expression softened when he looked over at Alena. “I thought that you always hear them.”

      “I did. I do. This is different.”

      There were more distant voices murmuring in the back of her mind now than there had been before. Alena didn’t know what that meant, or whether there was anything to fear from it, only that there were more draasin. Many more. After years of silence other than the occasional draasin that she had discovered in Rens, this was almost overwhelming. And after hearing the hatchling’s concern about Voidan—their name for Tenebeth—she worried. It couldn’t be a coincidence that she heard the draasin at the same time that Voidan grew more powerful.

      “The commander probably did something to her when he was last here,” Yanda said.

      “The commander didn’t do anything to her,” Oliver said. “You were here for that. You know that the commander only helped fend off the attack.”

      “That we know of. What if he did something else?”

      “Don’t you think she would have detected it? The woman had a spirit stick!” Oliver said.

      “Sword,” Alena said, touching the hilt of her sword. “And I don’t think the commander did anything to me.” Though if he had, would she even know of it? His shaping ability far exceeded hers. She suspected that he had ties to Hyaln but had yet to know for certain.

      “Why do you hear more draasin, then?” Oliver asked.

      “Because there are more draasin,” Yanda answered.

      Alena noted the earnest expression on her face. Yanda had fought with them as the city was besieged with an attempt to summon Tenebeth. They had managed to fend it off for now, but how much longer would that be true? If another wave of summoning occurred, would they be strong enough to suppress it?

      Could there be more draasin than there were before? The fire elemental had always been rare, a creature so deadly and dangerous that whenever it made its presence known, others knew. They were infrequent, though, and had never been seen often enough to be more than a passing threat. What she heard was much more than that.

      “You still look like you swallowed a raw bola fruit,” Oliver said. “I prefer them fried, but even steamed is better than raw. Too sour, if you ask me.”

      Yanda tapped him on his prodigious belly. “No one asked you. Besides, when have you ever turned down food?”

      Oliver shrugged. “I didn’t say that I would turn it down, only that I preferred it fried.”

      “You prefer everything fried.”

      “Lard makes everything better,” Oliver said.

      Alena looked away, stepping up to the edge of the tower. Since they’d nearly been destroyed, the banter between the two of them had become insufferable. Neither seemed able to handle the fact that they had nearly died, just as neither seemed able to fully accept the fact that the council had been so thoroughly compromised, in spite of the fact that Oliver had been the one to bring it to Cheneth’s attention.

      She wanted to return to the barracks, but that was not her place. As much as she might want it to be, she needed to remain here. Even here, she could hear the distant voice of the draasin hatchling in her mind, his voice louder than any of the others. Besides, Bayan had made it clear that the barracks were safe. Cheneth had a plan, and she had a part to play in it.

      Alena didn’t know if she should care more for her role in Cheneth’s plan, or for what the commander had in mind for her. Both wanted something, and she wasn’t sure that they were fully aligned.

      The city still needed time to recover from the attack. What would happen were another attack to occur? Atenas might be geared for war, but when it came to the city itself, and people who had never been a part of it, what did they know of recovery?

      The commander needed to be here and needed to lead.

      Alena should not have been surprised that he was like Cheneth and able to shape spirit. Enlightened, Cheneth would say, but Cheneth had a great many things that he could say and didn’t.

      After the attack, the city had quickly gotten back to rebuilding. Part of the speed came from the fact that it had been geared up for war for so long that rebuilding was one more task in an ongoing struggle, but there was something to be said for the commander’s presence within the walls again, but then he hadn’t remained for long.

      He had been gone for so long that most didn’t know what to do when he returned. Alena had allowed herself to believe that he might be working on behalf of Tenebeth, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. The commander opposed Tenebeth, which meant that he understood the threat of Tenebeth and that he understood what role those dark shapers played in releasing him upon the world.

      But now he was gone again, leaving her in charge of repairing the city. More than that, she was left in charge of making other amends.

      “Why did he continue the war?” she asked herself.

      “What was that?”

      Oliver and Yanda managed to stop their bickering long enough for him to stand at her shoulder. He stayed back from the edge of the wall, not strong enough with his other shaping abilities to save himself should he fall. Alena didn’t know whether she would be able to help him if anything happened, either. He was a heavy man.

      “The war. If the commander knew about Tenebeth shapers, then why did he continue the war?”

      “The war preceded all of this,” Yanda said. When they stopped arguing, they really could be quite useful and were practically the only friends that she had within the city, if they could even be called that. Within the barracks, she had few friends. She had set herself apart for so long, angry over the destruction of her homeland, conflicted about her role in the war, that she never let anyone get close. Only Volth had managed, and that was because he had shaped himself closer to her. Otherwise, she never would have allowed it.

      “Did it precede everything?” Alena asked. “These dark shapers, they seemed interested in continuing the war. Think about how they increased the buildup.”

      “They probably wanted to destroy the Order,” Yanda said.

      It made as much sense as anything. The Order had been involved in the war for as long as she had been a part of it, long enough to weaken it, and long enough to have destroyed Rens. Few even knew what Rens had once been like. Alena knew, but that was because she had grown up near the border and remembered a time of peace, a time before the draasin destroyed both sides of the border, and a time before she had learned that she could hear and speak to the draasin. The people that she knew of Rens had been peaceful. Something had changed in them. But then, something had changed in the Order as well.

      “If they wanted to destroy the Order, then why did the commander help? He doesn’t want to destroy the Order.” Oliver crossed his arms over his chest and looked at Yanda with a mixture of annoyance and affection. It was a strange combination and a relationship between them that Alena had not figured out. They could almost be a couple if not for the fact that Oliver would crush Yanda were they to attempt anything more than superficial affection.

      “I don’t think that he does,” Alena said. That didn’t change the fact that Oliver was right. The commander didn’t seem interested in destroying the order. Hell, the man had returned to Atenas to protect it from an attack. That wasn’t the action of a man interested in seeing the city and its people fail. “But he was responsible for the buildup across Rens. He’s the reason that the Order pressed so deep.”

      “We should ask him,” Yanda said.

      “If the blasted man returns,” Alena said. After saving the city—and her—he had disappeared again. He might have promised to return, but she wasn’t convinced that he would anytime soon.

      “He is quite the bastard.”

      Alena started to chuckle and turned to Oliver, but the large man had turned as white as fresh-spun cotton. She followed the direction of his gaze and realized that he stared at a man standing only a few steps from him.

      Yanda remained equally unmoving for a moment, then she tipped her head in something like a bow. “Commander.”

      The commander was a muscular man with hard, flat eyes. A peppered scruff of beard lined his strong jaw. How could one village create two men such as Jasn and the commander?

      He tipped his head, and a hint of a smile parted his lips.

      With a flush, she realized that the blasted man knew her thoughts. He was Enlightened after all, and she had been foolish enough not to maintain a shaping through her sword—her spirit stick. What she needed was something smaller so that she could maintain the shaping constantly, so that she didn’t have to worry about someone knowing her thoughts. Now that she knew about spirit shapers, she feared to leave her mind unprotected.

      “It’s about time that you returned,” she said to him.

      His smile widened, only for a moment, but long enough for her to know how deeply he’d read into her mind. Blast him for being able to read her!

      Making no effort to mask her shaping, she drew through her sword, pulling on a surge of spirit. She had shaped it often enough in the time since the attack on Atenas that she knew how to reach spirit easily, just as she knew how spirit would affect her when she did. Out of irritation with the commander, she sent a surge of spirit at him.

      With others that she’d used spirit on, drawing through the sword as if it were the same spirit stick that Oliver had received from Cheneth, she had no difficulty in using it. Against the commander, he simply smiled and waved away the shaping so that it fizzled out as if it was no more significant to him than if she were a novice shaper attempting her first shaping.

      “You’ve restored the city well enough without me. I wasn’t needed for that.”

      “Maybe not needed, but it would have been helpful having you around. The city was just attacked by Tenebeth—”

      He held his hand out to her. “Not Tenebeth, at least not yet. But the more that they summon, the greater the likelihood will be that it can escape.”

      “What do you mean that he can escape? Commander—I have seen Tenebeth attack!”

      “You have seen those possessed by its power. So far, it has not been released into the world enough for it to do much more than that, but the time is coming, and soon, where we must fear Tenebeth fully returning.”

      Alena glanced at Oliver and Yanda, but neither of them spoke. Like so many others, they were intimidated by the commander, but as far as Alena was concerned, he was just another shaper. She had been in the barracks long enough to know that there were many shapers of greater ability than her. Wyath could out shape her when well. Calan also. Now Jasn Volth. What did it matter that the commander could? It was best that he could out shape her. She’d rather have a commander with skill shaping than one who was too weak to lead, and most agreed that the commander was anything but weak.

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying. Haven’t we seen that Tenebeth has already been unleashed?” Alena asked.

      “We have seen those with so much pride they believe they can control it. We have seen a hint of its power, the barest shadow. We have not seen Tenebeth. If it is released, none of us will be strong enough to stop it.”

      Alena focused on the hatchling in her room and recognized that he was awake and aware of what the commander had said. Even the draasin agreed.
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        There has been a setback. There cannot be another.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The stone curled in a strange way, practically smoking, steaming like a volcano. Eldridge stood over it, shaping the wind as a buffer and using his elemental connection to protect him even more. He marveled over how Lauren managed to twist the stone, using a shaping that would have impressed those in Atenas. Then again, he’d long ago learned that there were many things that Atenas didn’t believe possible, but that he had seen time and again. The barracks were a testament to that.

      “What does it do?” he asked.

      “It holds earth,” she answered, lifting the steaming bowl and offering it out to him.

      Eldridge shook his head. Even holding onto wind, he doubted that he would not be burned by the still-smoking stone. He had known Lauren had talent but hadn’t realized that she was this talented. “So you say, but how does it hold earth?”

      Lauren frowned at him as if annoyed at his unwillingness to take the bowl from her. Eldridge could only shrug. “Do you see these marks?” she asked, pointing on the inside of the bowl.

      Eldridge leaned forward until he could. “Those are runes.”

      Lauren sniffed. “Runes? These are elemental marks. Each one marks a different way to call the elemental of earth. They are attuned to it for some reason, like the marks call to it.”

      Eldridge frowned and reached for the bowl before realizing what he was doing. Surprisingly, it didn’t burn him, in spite of the fact that it still smoked. He had seen marks like this in the barracks and had learned from Cheneth how to make some of them. Others had more of a knack to it, but he had some skill. Wyath had shown particular talent with that, as had Jasn, but then Jasn had demonstrated talent in many ways. He suspected Cheneth understood but had never really explained all that he knew.

      Damn that man! He had sent—sent!—Eldridge back to the college on a specific task to find others who might be able to help them in the days ahead, and what had Eldridge done since returning but rekindle a friendship that had been lost years ago. Knowing what he did, and knowing that the darkness could inhabit others, he knew there wasn’t time to waste on friendships, but why then did he feel compelled to work so closely with Lauren?

      There were things that she had discovered that he could use. That was what Eldridge told himself, even if it weren’t entirely true. He hoped that it was, and hoped that he would be able to take something from the college and return with it to Cheneth, wherever that damned man had gone.

      “Because they do call to it,” Eldridge said. He traced a finger just above the runes, not quite willing to touch them. There was power in them, though he didn’t know quite how they managed it. “We’ve used them…” He trailed off before telling her too much. Not that sharing with her that he had used the runes would matter, but there weren’t many who knew about the barracks, and he didn’t want to reveal what he knew yet.

      “The bishop knows of the elemental markings. Why am I surprised?” Lauren asked. She brushed a strand of hair back from her forehead, twirling it around her finger. “Then you know that there are ways to use these to hold the elementals,” she said.

      “Hold? They augment, but don’t hold.”

      Lauren shook her head. “They hold. Watch.” She took another piece off her bench, this time a long length of metal twisted at the end and made a few marks along the side of it with a crystal-tipped pen.

      As she did, Eldridge felt the effect of her markings and how they pulled on the wind.

      Had it been a coincidence that she’d chosen wind or did she know of his ability with it? Other than Cheneth and those in the barracks, there weren’t many who knew of what he could do with the elemental. He might be known as a skilled wind shaper, but as far as most understood, he was not much more than that.

      Lauren tapped the length of metal and pointed it toward him. “See?” She ran her finger along the markings and wind pressed out at him in a gust. “I can release them the same as I draw on them.”

      She showed him the length of metal, and he realized that the markings were gone. Whatever she had done had released the elemental trapped inside.

      Eldridge stepped back from the table and started pacing, making his way slowly around her work space. “Earth and wind. How many elementals are you able to do this with?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t come up with these markings. I found them in an old text from a few hundred years ago. They were symbols marking the elements. It didn’t take long to realize that they really marked the elementals. I think they each call to the elemental in a different way.”

      “Show me wind again,” he said.

      “Demanding, aren’t you?”

      “Would you please show me what you did again?”

      She shook her head as she reached for the crystal-tipped pen. “I don’t know that it matters. These markings call to the wind elemental,” she said as she recreated the markings.

      Each mark had a slightly different structure, and from what Eldridge could tell, each managed to call to the wind in a slightly different way.

      How does this call to you? he asked of it. An inkling of an idea started coming to him, but one that he wasn’t entirely sure how he would enact. He needed to know more and needed to understand.

      The wind fluttered slightly around him. They call on the wind.

      I see that, but how?

      There is one that draws.

      One? He had thought that they all would call to the wind, but was that not right? Do any of them call with more strength than the others?

      A pattern flashed in his mind, that of three parallel lines with a slight curve at the end. He recognized the shape as one of those that Lauren had made on the metal.

      “Not the wind elemental,” he whispered.

      “These draw upon the elemental, Bishop. You saw that.”

      Eldridge looked away, turning to the bowl that still smoked. Would she know one for fire? What of water?

      “I saw that you released wind, but these are more than a rune marking the elemental. These mark all of the elementals.”

      “There is more than one elemental?”

      Eldridge turned his focus back to the table. He should have known that, shouldn’t he? When Cheneth had described the girl Ciara’s summoning, he had described the way that she had summoned multiple elementals, often of the same element. For that to be possible, she would need to be able to summon different elemental types.

      “Where is the book?” he asked.

      “What book? Bishop—you’ve been gone from the college for a long time. You can’t come back and simply demand answers from everyone.”

      “I need to know where you left your book of the elemental symbols.”

      “It was not my book.”

      “Lauren—”

      “Don’t worry, Bishop. We can find you the book, but you’ll have to return to Atenas.”

      Eldridge suppressed a sigh. Of course, it would have to be Atenas.
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        When the Khalan broke with Hyaln, much talent in summoning was lost, but also much knowledge. Many of their greatest scholars left, abandoning traditional studies in search of the darkness. Both lost much when this occurred.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The man stood over the draasin and unsheathed a long sword. Rune traps ran along the edge of the blade in patterns that Shade would not have expected to see outside of Hyaln, and certainly never on a weapon. The rune masters had never been willing to use traps on weapons before, and what he saw along the edge of the blade was more complex than the simple patterns learned by anyone not a master.

      Darkness had fallen, leaving shadows around them. Still, light burned along the edge of the sword, as if the rune traps themselves glowed. There was power held within the blade, enough that it would make attacking this man risky.

      The man raised his sword.

      “Wait!” Shade shouted.

      He summoned the wind, rising into the air, risking a moment to glance up, but Restain and Sevn were nowhere to be seen. Had they abandoned them when they thought he would be killed by the draasin?

      “Wait?” The man eyed him with a dark intensity, seemingly nonplussed that Shade took to the air.

      Did he think that Shade shaped? Some of the Atenas shapers—and Shade could only assume this man came from Atenas in spite of the impressive abilities that he’d demonstrated—were able to detect others shaping. What would he think of the fact that Shade didn’t shape, but summoned?

      “You have seen what this creature can do. You would have it spared?” There was an accusation buried in the question that Shade didn’t understand.

      “This creature can be useful,” Shade said.

      “Useful. They carry destruction and death. Better that we kill it now than let it free.”

      The attitude about the draasin made it certain that the man came from Atenas. With the war between Atenas and Rens, one that had been fabricated by the Khal to weaken both, the Khal had used the draasin against both nations.

      Shade had to admit that the ruse was clever. Pitting one against the other reduced the likelihood that either would have the focus to recognize the growing influence of the Khalan. Only Hyaln posed a threat, but even they were mitigated by keeping something of a presence within Hyaln, or they had. Further, by turning the draasin, they made it so that the wise were less effective. Ghalen really was a clever bastard. It would make it that much more satisfying when he surpassed him.

      “Death, yes, but they can be useful,” Shade said.

      The man frowned. “How would you use a creature like this?”

      Shade sensed that he had to be careful with his response. He took a tentative step toward the draasin, but the creature remained immobile, held by the stone chain. If he could coax the man into not killing the draasin, and if he could turn one as powerful as this creature, he would have a mighty weapon. But he had to prevent the sword from piercing the blasted creature’s brain. With as many runes along the blade, it would likely be enough to kill it.

      And he had thought the shapers of Atenas ignorant. Many within the Khalan did. If they mastered rune traps, and if they had discovered a way to kill the draasin, they would be dangerous.

      If the Khal did not know… Shade would not be the one to share. Not unless it offered him advantages.

      But first, he had to keep the creature alive.

      In the darkness of night, it was easier to hold the intent using darkness firmly in his mind. Shade used a soft summons, one that would barely do more than allow him influence, and sent it in a trickle toward the man. The summons met resistance, and Shade pushed harder before it finally settled.

      He took a step forward, holding the summons with a steady tapping of his fingers. Not enough for a shaper to recognize—and someone with enough competence to take on the draasin would have to be a skilled shaper so he would have to be careful not to approach him too openly—but enough that he could exert some influence, in much the same way as the Enlightened managed to exert theirs.

      “The draasin can be tamed,” he said, choosing his words carefully. Would an Atenas shaper believe him? Perhaps with enough pressure from the darkness, and enough of an influence, he might be able to coax him into believing anything that he wanted.

      “Others have made the same claim. They were wrong.” He stared at Shade with intensity, but he lowered the sword. That had to be a start.

      What other would he have known about that would have attempted to tame the draasin? Had Atenas reached the point where they would have attempted it? Not only rune masters but now trying to replicate the wise…

      Someone from Hyaln helped them. That could be the only answer.

      More than ever before, Shade needed to keep not only the draasin alive, but he needed to understand what the man might have learned.

      Where were Sevn and Restain?

      If they were here, he could focus more on pushing with the darkness. He wouldn’t have to worry about the shaper recognizing what he did, and resisting. Shade would be able to use the darkness with more force. Turning someone required subtlety; it was hard to forget the memory of being forced to do anything, but if you went slowly, and if you eased into it, you could exert enough influence that they would never know they were turned. That was what he had discovered with the darkness, the reason that he was the only one who had ever managed to use it in such a way, the reason that he had succeeded with everyone that he’d attempted to turn. Nearly everyone, but that would soon change.

      “Then they didn’t know the proper techniques,” Shade suggested. “There are ways to calm the draasin so that you may—”

      “I know the calming techniques,” he said.

      Pressure built from him, a sense that Shade recognized as earth and water mixed together. Without holding onto the summons as he did, he might not have known what the man used. As it was, he was shocked to learn that the man did know the calming techniques for the draasin. These were not simple shapers as they suspected, not if they were able to use it in such a way on the elementals. These were powerful—and dangerous—shapers.

      “There are other ways to calm the draasin,” Shade said. He would have to show him something for the man to believe him. What did he know about calming? He understood some of what was taught to the wise, but most of it was kept restricted from the rest of Hyaln until the person had proved themselves capable of handling the responsibility with the draasin. It was something that he had never had much experience in, which made his turning of the draasin using the darkness that much sweeter, tying him more deeply into the Khalan.

      “What other ways?”

      At least he had the man’s attention. That was a start.

      “Try adding less earth and more water. As you do, you’ll need to mix fire—”

      “Fire only enrages them.”

      Shade shook his head. This much he knew to be true, even if he could not shape it himself. “Fire seduces. You must mix the seduction into your shaping. If you don’t, there is no control.”

      Thankfully, the man slipped his sword back into his sheath and leaped off the creature’s back. “There is no control when it comes to the draasin.”

      “There is always control. You just have to learn to exert it.” Shade stepped closer. The man was older than he expected. Given the raw power and the way that he moved, he had expected him to be younger, and perhaps his youth was the reason the Khalan had not heard about the strength of these shapers, but this man had to be older than Shade. Gray streaked through his thick hair and peppered his beard. His eyes were hard and showed the lines of experience.

      How long had they underestimated Atenas?

      The question sent a chill through him. Was this the reason that he had failed with the woman? He had found her here, outside of Rens but clearly training with Atenas. If she were trained by them, and they had a level of knowledge that the Khalan did not understand, he could have done nothing other than fail.

      “Try the shaping,” Shade suggested. “Less earth and water, with enough of fire to seduce.”

      He crossed his arms, waiting.

      The man’s shaping shifted, and Shade felt the change in the air. Shade held onto the summons for the darkness, letting it continue to wash over the man, hoping that by holding onto it, he would be able to detect the man’s shaping. Thankfully, that appeared to work.

      Adding a touch of fire to his summons, he used that to detect the man’s shaping, holding onto the way he sent it through the draasin and trying to detect the draasin’s response.

      The draasin shook its head as the shaping layered over it, and then slowly settled back to the ground, its eyes growing glassy.

      Were he able to shape, Shade would have been able to create such an effect on the draasin. It would not hold, not long enough to control but to subdue… the shaping did that quite well.

      “You see? You add the seduction of fire, and the draasin has no choice but to respond.”

      “That did nothing other than put it to sleep.”

      “Sleep. Now you can begin the next step in the training.”

      The man glared at Shade. “How is it that you know of this?”

      The answer to this would be the riskiest. He needed to coax the shaper into helping him, and more than that, he needed to convince him to answer his questions. “I am of Hyaln.”

      Would the man know the name or would it even matter to him? It was possible—unlikely, but possible—that Atenas had managed to work out how to use runes, and how to begin the calming of the elementals, and possibly even had Enlightened among them, but Shade didn’t think that was the reason Atenas suddenly possessed competence with such things.

      “Another made a claim like that,” the man said.

      That was the piece of information that Shade needed, confirmation that not only had the Khalan interfered with events in this land, but that Hyaln had as well. “Indeed? Do you recall his name?”

      The man snorted. “I do.”

      Shade waited, but the shaper didn’t seem like he would answer. “In Hyaln, I am called Shade.” Not Hyaln, but it was the name he’d taken when he’d joined the Khalan. His name in Hyaln had been much different. “Do you have a name?”

      “I’m Calan.”

      Shade held onto the tapping, holding onto the summons to the darkness. Calan didn’t seem to fight it, and so far, had not seemed to even realize what Shade did. Before he could say anything more, he felt the stirring of the wind and the shifting from a summons. Shade glanced at the sky, expecting to see Restain and Sevn returning.

      Calan frowned deeply when they landed. “What is this? You would attack me now?”

      Shade quickly stepped forward. “No. They are like me.” He glanced over his shoulder at them and shot Restain and then Sevn a warning look. “There is much that we can teach you. Not only about subduing the draasin but about your shaping as well.”

      Calan looked past Shade and seemed to note the old woman and the shaper. Damn. Too late, he started to increase his summons on the darkness. Had he more time, he would have shrouded them from Calan.

      “And what of them?”

      Restain answered for him “They are from Hyaln.”

      Calan’s eyes widened, and Shade pressed his summons with a sharp force, subduing him.
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        I must involve myself. Doing so risks revealing my intentions before I am ready. I had hoped to maintain secrecy longer, but perhaps that is not possible.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Pain surged through her, and Ciara rolled to the side.

      The pain was an agony unlike anything that she’d ever felt, a burning sensation, almost like her blood boiled and her body was being torn inside out.

      She screamed.

      Something rubbed against her arms, and then her legs. She screamed again, then realized that she felt Reghal as he worked his tongue against her.

      Flames burst around her. Had they summoned fire to destroy her? Would the summons that she had used on the tower hold? Without her j’na, she felt as if she were helpless, though she knew that she could summon without it.

      Reghal!

      Calm yourself, Little Light. You have done well.

      I’m dying.

      You’re not dying. Not while I remain bonded to you.

      The pain began to abate, and she managed to open her eyes. She lay flattened on the ground, outside of the circle that she and Reghal had formed around the tower. Her j’na was no longer visible, as if by tossing it into the circle, she’d incinerated it. The power that they’d called remained, a steady, powerful glow, one filled with warmth and, if she turned her head the right way, light.

      What happened?

      Talyn awoke.

      As Reghal had indicated, the draasin was perched near Ciara’s head. In fact, Ciara was cradled in Talyn’s tail. At least she understood the heat that she felt. The draasin flapped her wings once and twisted her head to look back at Ciara before huffing out a streamer of smoke and fire.

      The Khalan?

      They are gone. For now.

      Did we… were we successful?

      Voidan is contained here. There are places where it remains.

      How many others are there like this?

      I know of two.

      And they must be sealed?

      They must be sealed, or Voidan will continue to escape.

      Ciara lay back and stared at the sky. Even if we’re able to contain Voidan, that does nothing for the power that remained free in the world.

      Reghal licked her. You have done well, Little Light.

      My j’na—

      Is but a tool. You have the skills to craft another.

      She let out a sigh, and then remembered what she had seen before collapsing.

      Volth?

      Where had he fallen?

      She needed to find him, if only to see if there was anything that she could do to help him, but without her j’na, would she have any way to focus her summoning to help if it came to that?

      Ciara crawled across the ground, moving away from the protection of Talyn’s tail, and found Jasn where he had fallen. His neck twisted at an awful angle, and one leg was bent behind him, twisted in such a way that it must have been shattered when he fell.

      She looked away, unable to see him like that. Jasn had fought off the Khalan to give her the chance to succeed. She hoped that he found peace.

      Little Light…

      Ciara crawled across the dried grass, not wanting to remain so close to Jasn. She would have to find a way to give him a proper burial, but first, she had to find Cheneth. He had been here too. Had something happened to him as well? Was that why the Khalan managed to reach her with their attack?

      She found Cheneth not far from Jasn. Unlike Jasn, Cheneth rested on the ground almost as if he had been cushioned in his fall. Either Cheneth had brought himself safely down, or Jasn had helped him before he’d died.

      Her vision blurred, and she wiped her eyes.

      Little Light.

      She ignored Reghal. What would nobelas say to her? There was nothing that could be done for Jasn, nothing other than provide him with the proper send-off to the other world. What did Ter do with their dead? She hadn’t spent enough time within Ter to know. Probably something foolish, like sending them down a river. Given as much water as they had, it would be the sort of thing that Ter would do and considering Jasn’s connection to the elemental of water, perhaps it would be the right thing to do for him.

      She touched Cheneth’s neck, checking for a pulse, and found a steady rhythm. Water sensing told her the same, but lately, she often forgot to use her water sensing, especially in places like this where water was so plentiful; it often overwhelmed her, making it so that she couldn’t sense anything else.

      Cheneth would live, unlike Jasn.

      She hadn’t even had the chance to really know him. Whatever connection that she thought she felt between them would never have a chance. Why did it hurt her so much?

      Ciara.

      Reghal never used her name.

      She looked up, wiping tears away from her eyes, and searched for the lizard. Did he need her help?

      Reghal crouched near Jasn, resting on his belly, his long tongue slowly running along Jasn’s chest. She hurried over to him.

      Leave him, Reghal. There is nothing that can be done.

      Nothing? This is a child of water, and you claim that nothing can be done for him?

      Look at his neck!

      Water heals. Light heals. You must have faith, Little Light.

      Ciara stared at Jasn, unable to bring herself to get too close. She wanted to touch him, wanted to believe that it was possible that somehow he could be brought back, but she knew better. She knew that he was gone and that there was nothing that could be done about it. She didn’t need to be a healer to know that a man couldn’t live with his neck bent the way that his was. Even his leg, crushed as it was, might be enough to kill him.

      Little Light.

      Ciara touched Jasn’s face. It was cold. A deep sob wracked her, and she lowered her head, resting it next to his. As she did, she felt a strange humming, a thread of painful pulsing.

      Tenebeth.

      Darkness coursed through Jasn.

      For some reason, that angered her.

      Wasn’t it bad enough that Tenebeth had killed him? That he had claimed Jasn before they could know whether there would ever be anything more between them, did Tenebeth have to remain within him?

      Ciara brought her hands together, holding all that anger, all that frustration, within her mind as she did.

      Light exploded from her hands.

      She placed a hand on either side of his head, letting energy surge through him.

      If nothing else, she would banish the darkness from Jasn and let him find peace.

      Reghal licked him, and she understood now why he did. Not to attempt to heal him—there was nothing that could be done to heal Jasn now—but to banish Tenebeth. They would find a way to contain the released darkness later.

      Ciara pressed her hands down, holding onto the image in her mind, the focus that she held, and formed the movement over and over again within her mind, that of bringing her hands together, of creating the blast of light.

      Slowly she felt the darkness receding from him.

      Then it was gone.

      No longer did the darkness throb against her hands as it had before.

      She lowered her face to his and kissed him softly on the lips, wishing that she had risked doing that while he lived.

      At least now Tenebeth would not live on within him. Now Jasn Volth might finally find rest.

      Ciara took a deep breath, and the weariness caught up to her. She should move away from him, at least closer to Talyn to watch over her, but there was something peaceful about lying next to Jasn, even in death.

      So she slept.
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        The darkness is powerful, though few really understand. For years it has been suppressed, held in check by powerful seals placed by those with more knowledge than what we’ve managed to acquire. As the seals falter, darkness emerges, but so too does something else.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “What do you intend for us to do?” Alena asked Lachen. They stood again in the toss yard, the remnants of the shaping now smoothed as much as had been possible for Jef to take care of, but there was still plenty of evidence that massive power had flowed through here, destroying the earth. Alena once would have been surprised to know that the students were capable of shapings like this.

      “I intend for us to be prepared,” he said.

      “By coming to the toss yard?” she asked. “Do you think that these students will be ready in time for what comes?”

      Lachen turned back to her and smiled. It was disarming when he did that. This was a powerful man, one who was fully aware of how powerful he was, and he simply exuded strength. One hand tapped softly on his arm, and the fingers of the other hand drummed along his chest. Summoning.

      What kind of training had Lachen managed? When Cheneth described Hyaln, he spoke of a place of learning, one where shapers could learn even more skilled ways to shape, where he had learned to use spirit, and where others could learn to summon the elementals much like Ciara, or they could learn to create the runes that held power such as they used in the barracks. Had Lachen trained in Hyaln?

      “I had thought to have others trained,” Lachen said softly, his gaze drifting around the toss yard, “but that is not to be.”

      “What do you mean that you thought to have others?”

      Lachen turned to her, the steady movements ceasing, and his smile faded. “The barracks was not the only place where shapers with talent went.”

      “Cheneth had another?” She should have suspected, especially given the fact that he continually disappeared for long stretches of time, but why not consolidate them rather than keep them separate?

      “Not Cheneth,” he said.

      Alena frowned. “If not Cheneth, then who… You? You had another place training shapers?” Was that where the commander disappeared to? Most thought that he fought in Rens, that the commander was the reason that they had such success in pushing back the border, especially since he was frequently seen in Rens.

      Lachen sighed and nodded slowly. “Another place, one where I brought the most talented shapers, those with the most potential. I taught them myself, wanting them to learn what I knew.”

      “But you sent Jasn to the barracks.”

      Lachen smiled briefly and nodded. “For information. Had I known what he was capable of… I might have claimed him for my camp. There are things that even I was not able to predict. In that, I am thankful that Cheneth had his barracks.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Lachen sniffed. “I can see that.” He flicked his gaze to the sky and then took a deep breath. “Come with me.”

      With that, he shaped.

      When the commander called upon a warrior shaping, power practically crackled around him. Alena felt it as the hairs on her arms standing on end, as the pulsing of her heart within her chest suddenly beating with more vigor, with an energy that sizzled practically to her bones. He disappeared on a bolt of lightning and a massive clap of thunder.

      Alena could sense the direction of his shaping, which told her that he wanted her to sense it. When he had arrived the last two times, she had not detected anything. It didn’t surprise her that the commander was capable of masking his shaping as he did, much as she could mask her shaping, but would she be able to mask it entirely, especially when drawing as much power as he could?

      I will return, she sent to the hatchling.

      The draasin shifted contentedly and crawled closer to the hearth. Alena imagined immense heat in her room, enough that others would know that something was up while she was gone. There was nothing to do about that now.

      With a similar shaping to the commander’s—though not nearly as strong—she disappeared on the lightning.

      With this shaping, there was always a sense of vast movement, and she felt torn across the sky, wind whipping around her. She held tightly to the shaping, focusing on where she sensed the commander had gone, and chased him across the sky, moving south and to the east.

      The shaping carried her farther than she had ever gone, farther than she had ever dared go, and were it not for the fact that she still detected the commander had gone even farther, she would not have risked it. Her strength began to wane before she sensed the end of the commander’s shaping. Alena pushed onward, willing herself forward. Eventually, that wasn’t enough, and she started to fail. As she did, a surge of power came to her—fire, she realized, and likely from the hatchling—that bolstered her and gave her enough strength to carry her the rest of the way.

      Then she detected the end of the commander’s shaping and lowered herself to the ground on another burst of lightning. It wasn’t as controlled as she would normally be able to perform and she crashed to the ground, throwing dirt and leaves around her.

      The commander looked at her with a smile on his face. “I thought that you would be able to make it.”

      “You thought?” Alena panted, leaning forward on her thighs. She felt as if she had just run for hours, though her shaping ability was not as weak as she would have expected. Normally, exerting herself as she had would sap her strength so that she wouldn’t be able to shape for hours, even days, but while she felt weakened, she thought that she might be able to shape were she to have the need.

      “Not all have the ability to reach this place,” Lachen said.

      He even managed to sound amused. If Alena had more strength—and hadn’t been so damned tired—she might punch him for his smugness. She tipped her head back and looked around, finally managing to take in where Lachen had led her.

      A massive forest rose around her. Trees taller than any she had ever seen towered into the sky, blocking the sun. Oval leaves larger than her head drooped from the massive branches, and droplets of water dripped from them. Thick underbrush around her appeared to have been cleared. How dense must it have been before someone had shaped a clearing?

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      Lachen nodded toward a pair of trees. Between them, Alena could see the beginning of a building. “An island to the south.”

      “An island? You dragged me off to some island?”

      “Not dragged. You shaped yourself here. Had Cheneth not already claimed you, that would have been enough for me to think I could have taught you.”

      Alena stood and started toward the trees. Lachen grabbed her wrist and held her back with a shake of his head.

      “Think of this like your barracks,” he said.

      “The barracks are easier to reach.”

      “I thought that would make it more exposed. I think what I created isolated mine.”

      “What is this?” she asked.

      Lachen led her to the first tree and stopped between them. Spread out before her were a series of small buildings that blended into the forest. Vines crept along the top of the buildings, and unlike the rest of the forest, the space between each of the small domed structures remained clear. A tall, triangular-shaped structure rose in the middle of the camp. She searched for any signs of the students Lachen taught but saw no one. Using earth and water sensing, she tried to find anyone but did not. The camp was empty.

      “We called this Alast,” he said.

      Alena frowned. “An odd choice, don’t you think?”

      Lachen smiled. “Any odder than Atenas?”

      He sighed as he stared at the buildings, his eyes going distant, almost as if he expected to see something that was not there. Nothing moved. Alena had no signs of life from the forest other than the trees. Even the vines didn’t press upon her any sense of life.

      It took her a moment to realize why. They had been shaped. Most of the buildings had been shaped as well. There was incredible power here, possibly as much as what she detected within the tower in Atenas.

      “Where are your students?”

      “Gone,” he whispered.

      “Where did they go…” She caught herself and gasped softly. “Gone?”

      Lachen nodded. “Discovered. I thought that they would be protected here and that the isolation would allow them to study without fear of discovery. My mistake was thinking that I was powerful enough to disguise what I did.”

      “How?” she asked. Knowing that the shapers who were supposed to be here were gone made it harder, especially when she detected nothing within the buildings. As she reached with earth, she realized that it wasn’t that there was nothing. She found evidence of bodies, dozens of them. “Not only gone,” she whispered. “Killed.”

      “The Khalan fights openly now,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Lachen took a deep breath. “When I demonstrated shaping skill, a man by the name of Ylin brought me away from Atenas, where I learned much more than I ever could have within it.”

      “Hyaln.”

      Lachen nodded. “Hyaln. They would call me Enlightened in Hyaln.”

      “But you can summon as well.” When he glanced over at her, she shrugged. “I’ve seen you do it.”

      “In Hyaln, you are trained in each of the areas. I have shaping strength, which made it likely that I would be Enlightened, but I recognize the rhythms needed for summoning as well. A faction of the summoners within Hyaln sought to claim me.”

      “That’s what Cheneth feared, isn’t it?”

      Lachen nodded. “Hyaln never knew what game he played. I didn’t either. Still don’t, I suppose, but he recognized long before others that a split had formed within Hyaln, one that the Varden didn’t or wouldn’t act on.”

      “That’s why you became commander?”

      “I became commander because I was suited for the title,” he said. There was no arrogance in the statement as there might be with another man, which almost made it more irritating. “And because I discovered that the previous commander had been influenced.”

      “That’s why the war started?” she asked. Lachen nodded. “But you never ended it!”

      “No. There wasn’t a need to end the war. The need was unification. Ter needed the resources of Rens to withstand the Khalan threat.”

      Alena looked around Alast, taking in the small buildings, the vines creeping over them, and the lack of any life. “Did you know about Tenebeth?”

      “I knew the Khalan were willing to summon darkness. There was danger in that. I didn’t know why until it was too late.”

      “When?” she asked.

      Lachen shook his head. “Does it matter?”

      “It matters.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we have been facing Tenebeth without support. We have suffered, nearly died, because we didn’t know what was coming. Cheneth wouldn’t share—”

      “Because you wouldn’t believe,” Lachen said. “Much like I didn’t believe. How can you believe that darkness is something that can be controlled?”

      “But it can’t be controlled!” she said.

      Lachen closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. “No. I have discovered that it cannot.”

      It took a moment for his comment to sink in. “You tried, didn’t you?”

      Lachen took a deep breath. “I tried. I failed.”

      Alena swept her gaze around the camp. This was Lachen’s barracks, the place where he had brought shapers to learn, much like Cheneth had brought them to his barracks to learn under the guise of hunting the draasin. Cheneth had selected based on affinity for the elementals, but that hadn’t always been how he selected, had it?

      “What happened here?” she asked Lachen again.

      “This is my fault.”

      “How?”

      “Arrogance,” he said.

      “What did you do?” she asked.

      “I thought a few were ready to learn the basics of summoning.”

      “Why would that matter? I’ve seen you summoning.” And Ciara had summoned as well.

      “The Khalan are the most gifted summoners.”

      “That’s who attacked Atenas?”

      “They did. Some can shape as well, which is how they managed to disguise themselves, but they are all exceptional summoners. They splintered off from Hyaln because Hyaln thought to restrict what could be summoned. I suspect they detected the summons here.”

      Alena closed her eyes. That made sense for the barracks as well. They had not been attacked by the Khalan until after Ciara began to summon. She had thought that Tenebeth sent them to attack, but that hadn’t been it at all, had it? They had come because they noted Ciara and her summoning of the different elementals.

      “What did they do to them?” Alena asked.

      Lachen sighed again. “Most were killed. A few they took. The Khalan have ways to convince others to work with them. I have seen it happen.”

      Was that why they had taken Ciara? Had she been turned so that she would work with the Khalan, and work against them? She had no real ties to Ter and Atenas, especially since Ter had been fighting Rens for so long, but Alena didn’t like the idea that she might have to face Ciara at some point. The girl had almost become a friend.

      “Why show this to me?” she asked Lachen.

      “It is important for you to know what has happened,” he said. “You need to understand what we are up against. This is more than simply shadow shapers. These are summoners more skilled than any in Hyaln, men and women with abilities that can exceed what I am capable of doing. And they think they can control the darkness.”

      “There is no control with Tenebeth.”

      “There is not, but they do not see it that way. For all of their knowledge, they don’t understand that Tenebeth is something more than simply darkness, that it is different than summoning any of the elementals. Working with the darkness releases it into the world where it can grow stronger.”

      “You have told me that.”

      “I have, but you must understand that we have reached a point where it may no longer be possible to force that darkness back.”

      Alena let her sense of earth drift back into the buildings, searching for anything that might be here. “What can we do, then? You told me I should prepare our shapers, but the students won’t be able to withstand something like what you’re describing. They’ll be lucky to survive another attack on the city.”

      “They will have to protect the city, Alena. That is why they must be ready.”

      “Not me?”

      “You will be needed elsewhere. All shapers of any real power will be needed.”

      With a growing certainty, Alena understood what Lachen intended, and thought that she understood why he’d pressed the border with Rens as hard as he had recently. “You know where to find the Khalan, don’t you?”

      “They tried recruiting me.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “No. It is not. But it is the answer that you will get.”

      “Then what? You think that shapers of the Order can take on the Khalan? Commander—if I hadn’t trained with Cheneth in the barracks, I don’t think that I would have been able to withstand what we faced in the city. I barely survived the way that it was. Do you really think that our warriors will be able to face them?”

      “I hadn’t,” Lachen said. “This was my plan.” He swept his arm toward the empty camp. “Now this will not help. The Khalan cannot remain unopposed, not if they are willing to summon the darkness, not as Tenebeth gains strength. We must fight.”

      “The warriors of the Order can’t do anything against this.”

      “I didn’t think so either, not until I saw you in the city with that sword of yours. But if we can create others, and if we can teach them to use the power of the sword, I think that we might have a way to counter the Khalan.”

      “And then what?” Alena asked. “That’s not the end of it. Defeating the Khalan might be the start, but once we do that—if we can do that—how do you intend for us to defeat Tenebeth?”

      “There is no defeating Tenebeth.”

      “Then what? We lose?”

      “We must contain it as it once had been.”

      “Do you know how?”

      What he said next set her heart hammering. “Not yet.”
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        We must control the great elementals. We cannot risk facing them. If the draasin, or golud, or any of the great elementals to oppose us, we would not succeed.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Are you there?

      Katya laid awake, nothing but stars burning overhead. They were no longer in the forest of the Gholund Mountains. She didn’t smell the constant pine, and the winds settled, but she didn’t know where they had traveled. The damned Khalan made certain that she was knocked out each time they traveled. At first, she thought it because they were cruel, but she began to wonder if there wasn’t a different reason. Could it be that they weren’t able to maintain the summons severing her connection to the elements while they traveled?

      The voice in her head had eased. Katya didn’t know whether that meant it had been her all along, whether the Khalan stopped using some summons of spirit against her, or whether something had happened if it really was one of the elementals.

      Too much time had passed since she last had been with Jasn and Ciara. She needed to find Calan and then discover what else the Khalan might be after so that she could help the others. That much she remained convinced of, but not much else.

      In the time that she’d been trapped, she struggled with self-doubt. Had she made a mistake with Jasn? She could have remained with him, could have stayed with Atenas. Even if she never revealed herself, there would have been ways that she could have still served Hyaln. She told herself that she needed to return, that she needed to help Hyaln know that Cheneth remained loyal, even as he had plans of his own, but she had thought herself too important to Hyaln to remain.

      Pride. Conceit. They were her real enemies. And she had lost the chance at something real because of it.

      You only now see that?

      Katya sighed when the voice returned. She shouldn’t miss it, but having it there, in the back of her mind, left her with a sense of peace. Even if it was nothing more than her own self-doubts, she needed to have it there. Maybe especially if it was only her self-doubts. If it really was an elemental, then she had other questions, ones that she might have no answers for.

      I see that I have made mistakes. Who can’t say the same?

      You have denied your mistakes before now. It is progress that you acknowledge them.

      Is that why you’re there? Do you feel the need to harangue me for the things that I have done?

      The voice laughed. What have you done? You have mastered shaping. You have connected to the elements, but what have you really done?

      The comment stung, but what had she done? She had served Hyaln by studying. Hyaln claimed superiority, and claimed that they were worldly experts on all things relating to the elements, but how was that knowledge used?

      It wasn’t, which was just the point the voice in her mind forced her to acknowledge.

      Cheneth had left Hyaln. He had taken what he’d learned and brought it outside the hidden walls, only to be chased and harassed by those inside, by the Varden, by even the Enlightened. None understood how he had been able and willing to abandon the connection to the Hyaln, and why he would leave to serve other places.

      Katya now thought that she did.

      What had she done?

      That was the question that now plagued her, and maybe that was the real reason that she’d been hearing the doubting voice in her head. Since Jasn returned, she had been faced with the fact that she hadn’t done anything. She had returned to Hyaln, she had continued her studies as Enlightened, but nothing else. Jasn had nearly sacrificed himself, only surviving because the elementals would not let him perish, because of her. And because of that, he had helped understand a greater threat, one that Hyaln was responsible for creating.

      Would she continue to do nothing?

      But the answer to that was easy. She had chosen to come here. She had chosen to do something, to face the darkness.

      You came because of the threat to Hyaln.

      Was that it? Was that the reason?

      Unless you came for him. It is possible it’s both.

      Katya stared up, not able to think of anything else.

      Would you stop? I want to do what I can.

      Then stop fighting what you must do.

      What must I do?

      You know what must happen.

      But she didn’t. Katya didn’t think that she understood, didn’t think that she could understand, not yet, and maybe not without understanding what the Khalan intended. The Hyaln needed her to understand that much.

      Why must it be only the Hyaln?

      You would have me work with others?

      Is that not what would make you Enlightened?

      Katya breathed out, her breath misting in the air. Enlightened. Why must spirit shapers use such a term? It had been the term used for generations within Hyaln, one that promised few had the same skill to reach spirit. But why must that be the case? She had seen shapers with much power during her time in Atenas. Wasn’t it possible that there were spirit shapers among them?

      Hyaln claimed them all, though. Those who showed such potential were brought to Hyaln and taught to do what was necessary to protect them.

      “You remain awake, shaper.”

      This was the woman with the Khalan. She hadn’t caught her name, but in some ways, she seemed the worst of them.

      “How can I sleep when I’ve been out for most of the day?”

      The woman took a seat next to Katya. She was tall and kept her hair twisted back into a tight bun. Even in the dark, it was easy to see that she was a striking woman, one who reminded her of Alena.

      “You would be troublesome otherwise.”

      “Why do you hold me?” Katya asked.

      The woman crossed her arms under her breasts and stared into the night. They rested atop a rise, with the ground flowing out and down, long grasses and the occasional copse of trees sprouting in places. “We seek another. You might be able to help.”

      “How can I help? As I said, I’m from—”

      “Atenas. Yes. You have said that repeatedly, but you haven’t shared your name.”

      Katya blinked. Did she give them the name that Jasn had known, the one that she’d claimed the longest? That person was supposed to be dead, but would the Khalan know that? Or did she give them the name that she’d used in the barracks, switch to Issa, the name that had carried with it more confidence than Katya, but less regard for others. There was a reason she had been in the barracks, a mission that Hyaln had asked of her. Issa had been willing to do what was necessary to return to Hyaln. Would Katya have?

      “My name is Katya,” she answered.

      The voice in her mind felt as if it leaned forward to listen. Had she intrigued herself? Or did the voice really represent one of the elementals?

      “You took your time answering. Were you unsure what name you used?”

      “I didn’t want to share my name.”

      The woman looked over at her. “Names have power,” she said, watching Katya, “but I suspect that you know that. Tell me, Katya, what kind of power does your name give you?”

      She met the woman’s eyes before turning away. “Regret.”

      The woman laughed. “All men must live with regret or they have not lived at all.”

      “What do you regret, then?” Katya asked.

      The laughter faded, and the woman looked over at her, her dark eyes unreadable. “Many things, Katya of Atenas, but I have learned I must move onward and that I can’t spend too much time focusing on what cannot be changed.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “There are things that are inevitable, and that you must learn to accept. You find yourself in such a position now. You must find a way to accept what has happened to you if you are to manage what is to come.”

      The woman stood, leaving Katya alone.

      I will not accept what is happening to me.

      You should not.

      Katya closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. If only she were able to reach the elements, she would be able to find a way to get free. Then she could help Olina, and even the draasin, if it weren’t too late.

      If.

      That was one of the things she couldn’t accept. She needed to find a way to reach shaping. She would not accept that she could not access the ability to shape.

      Can you help me reach the shaping?

      The voice in her head laughed. You would ask for what I cannot offer.

      What can you do?

      Many things, but not that.

      Did the voice admit that it was an elemental?

      Jasn had mentioned how the elementals assisted him, not only in his shaping but as he attempted to summon. She might not have the summoning ability of the Khalan, but she had trained in Hyaln, and she knew the basics of summoning. If she could reach for a part of summoning, if she could only disrupt the Khalan somewhat, she might be able to access her ability to shape.

      If.

      Katya would not accept that she had lost her ability to shape. She could not.

      But that didn’t mean that she would be helpless.

      What can you do to help?

      Katya waited, hoping that the voice was an elemental, and hoping that there would be something it could do to assist her.

      Wind whistled against her, a sudden gust that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

      Katya let the wind caress her skin and flutter against her hair. Like all shapers, there was an element that she had known the best, and first. With Jasn, it was water. With her, she knew the wind first, and still knew the wind the best when she attempted to shape it. Lately, she had used spirit the most, studying it as the Enlightened were expected to do. In some ways, she had abandoned the wind.

      Are you a wind elemental?

      The wind whipped again.

      Katya’s breath caught. Could it be possible that she had somehow managed to speak to an elemental? Could Jasn actually have the ability to help open shapers to the elemental connections? If that were possible… she could think of how powerful such an ability would be in the right hands—or the wrong ones.

      Why do you torment me if you’re the wind?

      You have forgotten so much about yourself, including the person you once had been.

      I have not changed that much.

      You have changed. Each time you assume another name, you change, to the point that you no longer know who you are.

      She wished that she could argue with the wind, that there was anything that she could even say that would counter what it told her, but there wasn’t.

      When she had gone to Hyaln to learn, she had been a wind shaper first. The other elements came later, but wind had been the constant, the one that had helped guide her as she reached for the others. Once she understood that she could reach spirit, she had let that change. No longer did she reach for the wind with the same fervor. Now she defaulted to spirit, and when that was gone, when spirit failed… Katya didn’t know what to do.

      You have always known. It is what you choose that will define who you can be.

      What would Katya choose?

      She squeezed her eyes closed. It was easy to assume the name here. Easy for her to be Katya, as that is the mantle she had worn for so long while serving in these lands. But Katya was with Jasn, and she could not be with him anymore. The Khalan was right that she needed to accept certain things that she could not change. She could not change the fact that she had lost Jasn. She had never had him—the real her, that is. Katya may have known Jasn Volth as her lover, but that was not her, no more than Issa was her, or Ilyana, or Thera, or… the list was long.

      There was only one person that she was, but it had been so long since she had used that name, so long since she had claimed the person who left Yala all those years ago. Could she ever return to that person?

      If she did, what would happen?

      Names had power. She had come to believe that. She had to believe that.

      She swallowed and closed her eyes. Tears formed there. If one of the Khalan came to her then and saw her, what would they say?

      It didn’t matter. Perhaps it never mattered, any more than all the names that she had claimed over the years mattered. None of them were her.

      I… I am Jayna.

      The wind kicked up, whistling through the grasses, and spiraled around her with something almost palpable. A shimmery shape took form, coalescing out of the night.

      Jayna. I am Serain.

      She took a careful breath. Could she really be speaking to one of the elementals? They were powerful and wild, but this one seemed only to want her as her. Jayna. A name she had not spoken in decades, a name she had abandoned the moment she stepped foot in Hyaln, afraid that it would single her out as too backward, like the rest of Yala. When she had first come to Hyaln, she had been Ilyana, and to those who knew her the longest, she still was.

      But that was not who she really was.

      And the elemental had known it.

      What else would it know? What else could it show her?

      The elemental seemed to be waiting for something, so Jayna did the only thing that she could think of. She said its name.

      Serain.

      With a flash of light, a connection formed between them.
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        Those who study the elementals believe there is much power in names. The elementals have never proclaimed their names, and have protected themselves from sharing their names. The college suspects there is a reason, that they do not share because names give control.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Movement stirred Ciara awake.

      She rolled to the side, her head no longer resting on Jasn Volth’s chest. Strange that he had been so cold when she had drifted to sleep, and now was much warmer.

      Ciara looked over at Talyn. The draasin curled her tail around her, the spike nearly pressing into her back. That was the explanation for the warmth.

      She sat up and looked around for Reghal, but the lizard was nowhere to be found. Where did you go?

      Away.

      She heard his voice as through a great distance. Ciara had often wondered how the lizard moved so easily, disappearing and reappearing as if distances didn’t matter to him, and it was possible that they didn’t. She didn’t know anything about nobelas—and from what Cheneth said, it seemed that others didn’t either.

      Where was Cheneth? He still lived, and she should have dragged him over toward the draasin to rest, but she’d been so distraught seeing Reghal licking Jasn that she hadn’t been able to focus on helping Cheneth as well.

      She touched Jasn, running her fingers along his arm, and then stood.

      Sometime while she slept, his neck had straightened, and now Talyn’s tail curled around, cradling him. The leg that had been bent behind him now stretched out to the side. She didn’t remember doing that, but she must have, wanting to situate him so that he rested naturally.

      Ciara staggered beyond where Talyn rested. The draasin looked up, fixing her with a pair of golden eyes, and then settled her head back on the ground. Strange that she didn’t move, as if she mourned Jasn’s passing as well.

      A small fire crackled about a dozen paces from Talyn, and Cheneth sat next to it, resting his head on his hands as he stared into the flames. He looked up as she approached.

      “You’re awake. I didn’t want to bother you where you rested.”

      Ciara nodded, still numb. They had defeated the Khalan here and had done some good, suppressing whatever effect that the Khalan had with Tenebeth so that this place would not be used against them anymore so that the darkness would remain suppressed. She knew that she should feel pleased and that they had succeeded, but all she felt was empty. Hollow.

      “We did it,” she said. She took a place next to Cheneth and wrapped her arms around her legs, staring into the flames. Watching them made her aware of a pattern to the way fire danced, almost as if she could reach through that pattern. It was similar to what she used when she summoned fire, the movements—much like the flame itself—strangely regular.

      Cheneth chuckled and rubbed his hands together. “We. I think that you did it, ala’shin.”

      Ala’shin. Hearing Cheneth call her that made her remember all the times that Shade had called her the same. At that time, she had wanted only to please him, to serve her people as ala’shin. Now… now she didn’t know what she wanted.

      That wasn’t entirely true. She wanted to stop Tenebeth.

      There had been a time when she would not have thought herself capable of anything more than serving as a water seeker. Now she knew that she was more, that she was a summoner, but still didn’t know why or how it could help her people.

      “Weren’t you able to help them when Tenebeth attacked?” Cheneth asked her.

      “I helped,” she said. But she hadn’t known what she did then. Now she understood. And even then, she hadn’t been able to stop Jasn from dying.

      “I don’t think that we’re meant to stop death,” Cheneth said. The man was reading her thoughts, using spirit, she knew. Even if she wanted to stop him, she didn’t know how. “We are meant to use the powers that we’ve been given, and try to do as much good with them as we can.”

      Ciara turned to the tower, where she could still feel the power pulsing. There was no doubting that she had done good there. They had contained Tenebeth, even if she wasn’t certain what she had done. Without Reghal, she wasn’t sure that she would know.

      “I feel it also,” Cheneth said.

      “I don’t know what we did.”

      “I’m not so certain that you have to. The light knows what was required.”

      Ciara stared at it for a moment and then turned back to the fire, letting the calming flames dancing within relax her. She needed the relaxation. Maybe she needed more rest.

      “What are the Ter customs for the dead?” she asked.

      Cheneth frowned. “They are different than those within Rens, I believe.”

      “The sun claims those of Rens. The dead are stripped so that clothing could be reused, and coated with oils. Within my village, they were set upon the sacred rock until the sun dried them, then they are burned.”

      Cheneth took a deep breath. “Very different, then. In the eastern part of Ter, they are hung from trees. A strange custom,” he said with a shrug. “Most of Ter prefers to bury the dead. They believe that brings them closer to the Creator.”

      “Nothing with water?”

      “Not in Ter.”

      “Then we will bury him.”

      Cheneth glanced over. “Who?”

      “Jasn Volth. If the custom is to bury him, then we should.”

      “I don’t think he’d like that very much,” Cheneth said.

      Ciara took another deep breath. “Then what would he like? If we don’t bury him, I don’t see him wanting to be hung from a tree—”

      “Jasn didn’t die, ala’shin.”

      She jerked her head around to meet his eyes. “I saw him, Cheneth. No man can survive an injury like that.”

      “There is one man who can. Water touches him, Ciara, much like nobelas has touched you, or fire has touched Alena, earth for Wyath. He isn’t dead. Stars, I don’t know if he can die.”

      Ciara started shaking, unable to control herself. “I saw him, Cheneth. I rested next to him. His neck—”

      “Is a bit sore.”

      Ciara jumped to her feet.

      Jasn stood across from her, one hand pressed against his neck, the other tapping absently along his leg. A water summons, she realized. His normally vibrant skin was a shade lighter, and his eyes had taken on a sunken, almost hollow appearance. He lived. Somehow, he lived.

      “How?” she said, starting toward him before catching herself.

      Cheneth nodded to them. “I think that I will inspect the barrier you placed, Ciara. I will see if there is anything that we can learn for when we do it the next time.”

      He left them alone, with Ciara staring at Jasn, still unable to believe that he lived. It was impossible, but somehow he was there, standing as if nothing had happened to him.

      “How?” she asked again. This time, she didn’t catch herself as she started forward and touched his hand, then his face. His skin was warm, and he smelled the same, not the stink of death. She created a quick summons and pressed it through him, surging light through her connection with his skin. Not only did he live, but he remained vibrant. Strong. “How are you here? I saw you dead. Your neck—”

      Jasn took her hand from her arm and held it between his. He guided her back toward the fire, where he took a seat and waited for her to follow. When she did, he stared at her, his deep blue eyes holding hers so that she didn’t know what else to say.

      “I have tried to die more times than I can count,” he started. “Before I understood my connection to water, I thought myself cursed.”

      “You are water blessed,” she whispered.

      “Blessed. I don’t always feel blessed.”

      “Why did you want to die?”

      Jasn closed his eyes and turned away from her. Thankfully, he didn’t release her hand. “Someone close to me was gone. I… I wanted revenge.”

      “Katya?”

      Jasn nodded. “I knew her as Katya. They knew her as Issa in the barracks. She was Ilyana to Hyaln. I don’t know who she is, only that when she died—or when I thought she died—I wanted vengeance.”

      Ciara sat back, staring at this powerful water shaper. There could only be one place where he would have wanted to seek revenge, one place where he would have believed her to have gone. “You fought in Rens, didn’t you?”

      She knew that he had, and knew that others had a name for him, but she’d been so focused on learning how to summon and understanding the abilities that she had developed, that she hadn’t given it the thought that she needed. Had that been a mistake? Had Jasn ever attacked her village?

      “Fought. Tried to die. Failed.”

      “How many of my people did you kill?”

      Jasn opened his eyes. Redness lined them and tears welled that he made no effort to hide. “Your people called me the Wrecker of Rens. The Man Who Cannot Die.”

      Ciara tensed. She’d heard him referred to as the Wrecker before but hadn’t understood what it meant before. Maybe she’d chosen ignorance, not wanting to believe that this man she had begun to have feelings for could actually harm her people, but wasn’t he a shaper of Ter? How many of them had attacked her people? They had been forced back, driven from the border where life existed and thrust deeper into Rens, nearer the waste where water was scarce.

      What would have been her life had Ter never attacked?

      Ciara couldn’t let herself think like that. There was no world where Ter hadn’t attacked, just as she knew that Ter claimed that Rens had attacked first.

      “How many died, Jasn?” Her voice was a whisper now.

      He sighed but didn’t look away from her. “Too many died. I blamed your people. I blamed the draasin. I blamed the war.” He took a breath. “I wanted only to end it.”

      “The war?”

      He shrugged. “The war. Myself. Any of it. It had been going on for too long without respite, a war that my people no longer remember the reason for. It had become about claiming land and destroying Rens. I don’t know what it might have been before.”

      Few of the elders of her village ever talked about what life had been like before the war. There were those who knew and those who did not.

      “I’m sorry, Ciara.

      “For what?”

      Jasn looked at her with hesitancy in his eyes. “I am not the same person I was then. I am no longer the Wrecker of Rens. That man died there, or if not there, then shortly after I came to the barracks. My eyes have been opened.”

      Ciara thought about the stories she’d heard growing up, how so many had died and the continued destruction. Jasn had been a part of that. He had killed her people, destroyed Rens, and had been willing to die doing it.

      How many families had been torn apart by what he had done? How many had suffered because of his connection to water, and because of the way that water restored him rather than simply letting him die? How much of Rens had suffered?

      She released his hands, forcing herself to ignore the pain behind his eyes as he watched her, ignoring the sadness that reddened his eyes.

      He might have changed, but could she forgive what he had done to her people? And did she want to?
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        Exiling the Wise might have been a mistake. Perhaps there is some way to learn to speak to them, though our attempts to learn have failed.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Jasn sat alone by the fire, watching Ciara as she spoke softly to the draasin. Night had fallen, and the flames leaped higher than they had before, casting away the shadows. The fog that hovered around the tower dissipated leaving nothing more than a starry sky. A warm breeze blew in from the ocean, carrying the scent of the sea and the sound of circling gulls. Had they been there before? The warmth had not, and the clear sky had not. That, more than even the soft glowing off the walls of the tower, told him that they had succeeded here. Tenebeth had been suppressed.

      All because of Ciara.

      Not him. He might have fought off some of the Khalan, but he’d barely done enough and had nearly died in the attempt. Were it not for Ciara, the Khalan would have succeeded.

      A lump formed in his throat as he thought of her, and it refused every effort he made to swallow it back. Maybe it would choke him. After all that he had done, didn’t he deserve it?

      He wasn’t surprised to live, though from Ciara’s reaction, his injury must have been particularly gruesome. That wouldn’t be the first time that water had restored him when he should have died, and he doubted that would be the last. It had been the first time that water restored him when he wanted to live.

      Had wanted. Watching Ciara’s reaction to hearing him describe what he’d done in Rens had torn his heart out. If he could have died from anything, that would have been it. Instead, he had to suffer with pain that water could not take away. Better to suffer a physical assault than to deal with the pain of revealing what he’d done to her people.

      Why did you bring me back?

      Water delayed answering, but the answer came. You would have remained broken?

      I think I am always going to be broken.

      Only because you choose it, Child of Water.

      I choose nothing.

      Which is why you are broken.

      Jasn felt as Cheneth appeared through a strange combination of water and spirit. Since recovering, his connection to spirit had strengthened. That had never happened before. Always before when he recovered from an attack, he had returned no more or less powered than he had been before. This… this was noticeable.

      “You don’t have to sit alone,” Cheneth said.

      “I think that I do.”

      “Do you? Has she turned you away so soon?”

      Jasn shook his head. “I told her who I am.”

      “Am or was? Because I do not think they are the same.”

      Jasn hadn’t either, but could he ever really escape what he had done and who had been? “When I went to Hyaln, I thought that I could become someone else. I thought that maybe that was the reason you had sent me there. Now I’m not so sure.”

      “You went to Hyaln because I thought that your ability would help others learn to reach the elementals,” Cheneth said, settling to the ground next to him. The firelight danced along his gaunt face but somehow managed to avoid creating shadows.

      “I don’t know that it worked. I tried healing Katya, but nothing happened.”

      “Nothing?”

      Jasn nodded. “There was resistance when I tried healing her, but when I pushed past it, when I managed to get through, she didn’t have the same outcome that Wyath or Ifrit or—”

      “Thenas,” Cheneth finished.

      “Or Thenas,” Jasn agreed. “What if I can’t create a connection between the elementals as I thought?”

      Cheneth chuckled. “If that’s what you fear, and the reason that you think you might have been a failure, then that is my fault. I thought that perhaps your ability worked that way, but even if it didn’t, think of what we gained in you traveling to Hyaln. You have discovered that you can summon. From the markings on your sword, it appears you have developed some skill with runes. You were already a skilled shaper, so I doubt there would have been too much that you could have learned there. And I suspect that you have reached spirit.”

      Jasn hadn’t shared that with Cheneth yet. Other than Katya, no one else knew that he could shape spirit. “When we were in Hyaln, the Varden…”

      “They were compromised.”

      Jasn nodded.

      “They would have had to be considering what we’ve learned. If you are able to reach spirit, then you would have shown more potential than any who had gone to Hyaln in many years.”

      “So I’m Enlightened?” Jasn asked.

      Cheneth shrugged. “It is not as simple as that. You can shape spirit, but serving as one of the Enlightened is more than that. Much like I can summon the elementals but am not a summoner. I have some skill with runes, but am not a rune master.”

      “Can you speak to the elementals?”

      Cheneth shook his head. “That has never been my ability. I am not one of the Wise.”

      He reached over to Cheneth and grabbed his hands. Cheneth didn’t resist, even when Jasn forced a water shaping through him, drawing on the strength of the elementals as he pulled on the connection to water. Much as there had been with Katya, he sensed a surprising resistance. Jasn added a soft summons to water and pulled on more power than he had with Katya, and it surged through Cheneth. The resistance disappeared, pushed away like rock before a river.

      Jasn released the shaping and sat back, letting go of Cheneth’s hands as he did.

      “I should have asked first. I’m sorry.”

      “That is your healing?” Cheneth asked. The flames dancing along his skin made him suddenly appear younger.

      Jasn nodded. “It has changed over time. Once, I would not have known how to reach for the elemental as easily as I do now. When I healed Thenas—and Wyath, I suppose—there had been a desperation to what I did, and I let water flow through me. This was more controlled.”

      Cheneth laughed softly. “If this was controlled, I do not want to know what it felt like uncontrolled.”

      “Uncontrolled is like the ocean sweeping over you rather than a river,” Jasn said. “Do you notice anything different?”

      Cheneth closed his eyes. Power built from him, and the old man made no attempt to disguise what he did, or how he channeled his power. When he released it into the night, he opened his eyes. “There is nothing.”

      “Then I cannot create connections to the elementals.”

      “Would that be all bad? Think about this, Jasn, that if every time that you healed someone you had to worry about what connection they would gain to the elementals, that you would have to fear that you would suddenly draw them into a world of power that they might not be prepared for, would that change how you used your ability to heal? This would be better.”

      “Why did it change?” he asked.

      “Maybe your ability didn’t change, only the way that you use it,” Cheneth suggested. “When it flooded from you, it’s possible that you simply overwhelmed others.” The old man smiled and patted Jasn’s hand. “None of this changes the fact that you need to determine how you feel about her, don’t you?”

      Jasn breathed out heavily. “I know how I feel. It’s how she feels now that she knows who I am.”

      “How can she when it doesn’t seem that you know who you are? You aren’t the Wrecker of Rens, that much is clear. Even when you were him, you weren’t. Does that make sense?”

      Jasn shook his head.

      “When you came to the barracks, I wondered why the commander had sent you.”

      “He wanted to know what you were doing.”

      Cheneth smiled. “A spy. That would fit the commander, now wouldn’t it? Yet you came. And I allowed you to stay. Knowing what you do, have you ever wondered why?”

      Jasn turned his attention back to the fire. He hadn’t spent much time thinking about why Cheneth would have allowed him to remain in the barracks. “You let me because the commander sent me.”

      “If that were true, then I would have allowed countless others to remain. The existence of the barracks was no secret, not to the Seat, and certainly not to the commander. To them, we trained draasin hunters, and we were successful. Even more successful once Alena came,” he said, winking as he did. “But the commander had tried sending others into the camp before, and we—I—had never allowed them to stay. They might be given a chance to remain for a week or two, but something always happened where they washed out, as I knew that they eventually would. None of them were appropriate for the barracks. Until you.”

      “Because I could speak to the elementals.”

      Cheneth nodded. “You showed immediate talent. Not only with shaping but with an affinity for a few… other… tests that I ran.”

      Jasn wondered how else Cheneth would have tested him, and decided that he didn’t want to know. Not now. It didn’t matter to him anymore.

      “You were the first of those the commander had chosen to send with real talent. At the time, I thought it nothing more than chance that it would be you, a man from the same village as the commander, a man who had been childhood friends with the commander. I think it is less coincidence now.”

      “You think there is something about our village?”

      Cheneth shook his head. “I think it something about you. And Lachen knew it.”

      “You said that none he’d sent before succeeded.”

      “I think he expected them to fail.”

      “Why? What do you suspect of Lachen?”

      Cheneth smiled, the light from the fire dancing along his face. “I have wondered about the commander for many years. He is a man of immense skill. All have agreed to that. And he is clever. I have failed finding out anything more than what everyone else knows. Yet he leads by example, guiding the warriors through Rens. I thought that he wanted only to destroy Rens, and that made me suspicious of him, even more so when I discovered that the Seat of the Order had been compromised.”

      “Compromised?” That was the first Jasn had heard of that. If the Seat had been compromised, then all of Atenas would be in danger.

      “That is the reason I sent Alena to Atenas. Oliver sent a request for help, and when I went, I discovered that there were spirit shapers there. There should not be any spirit shapers outside of Hyaln.”

      “The Khalan?”

      Cheneth nodded. “This was when I realized the extent of the fracturing of Hyaln. You asked if your ability to reach spirit made you Enlightened, and I answered that it didn’t necessarily mean that you were. In some ways, you are much like those of the Khalan who have ability with spirit. It is the choices that you make that will determine who you are.”

      Jasn didn’t know if he could be Enlightened. There was a certain amount of planning involved, and he didn’t know if it suited him. Cheneth certainly planned, and what Jasn had learned of Katya showed quite a bit of planning as well. That didn’t suit him.

      What did, then?

      Not the rune masters. They were more content to sit, to study, and to understand the runes. Jasn appreciated the knowledge and had been able to use it, but that didn’t fit him either. The Wise—those connected to the elementals—he didn’t fully understand. Perhaps that was what he was meant to be like.

      The other option was for him to be a summoner. He had shown an affinity with summoning, but nothing like what he’d seen of the Khalan, and certainly nothing like Ciara. His ability required him to focus on a single element at a time, not multiple as he’d discovered the Khalan could handle, and not four at once as Ciara had demonstrated.

      “What is Lachen?” he asked.

      “The commander remains a mystery to me. I don’t have an answer about what abilities that he might possess.”

      “But you suspect.”

      “I suspect that he has studied in Hyaln. He must have, given the abilities that I have witnessed.”

      “Do you think that he is one of the Khalan?”

      Cheneth sighed. “I don’t know. And that’s what frightens me. He sent you to the barracks for a reason. I would like to know the reason, and whether he suspected your abilities long before we did. And if he did, what he intended to use them for.”
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        The Khalan grow in power. The darkness grows in power. Was there a mistake in not stopping the release of the seals?

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena sat in the tower again, watching the draasin as he curled up to the fire. Almost as if knowing that she watched, he tilted his head and looked over at her with brightly glowing eyes. She sighed, thinking of what she’d learned while with Lachen, wishing that she knew what she could do, what any of them could do.

      “The commander has now returned twice in two weeks,” Wansa said.

      Alena looked over at Wansa as she stared out the window. The older woman held her hands clasped behind her back and wore a neatly trimmed jacket over a long, flowing dress. Like Alena, she carried a sword with her, though Wansa had hers better concealed in the folds of her dress.

      In the time that she’d been in the city, Wansa had become an advisor to her and, more than that, someone who Alena could trust. There weren’t many people she could trust, especially in Atenas, so having even one meant quite a bit to her. Most of that was because Alena had been the one to free Wansa from the spirit shaping that had been used against her, but as Alena served on the council, the connection between them had grown.

      “He fears another attack,” Alena said.

      The hatchling turned his head so that he could look at her. She didn’t need the connection between them to know that the draasin considered her carefully, or to know that there was more going on within his mind than what others would understand. She could see that reflected in the bright orange of his eyes, and the interested way that he looked from Wansa to Alena. The other counselor refused to pay much attention to the draasin as if ignoring him would make him disappear.

      Voidan will not go easily from this world.

      How is it that you know so much about Voidan?

      All connected deeply to the elements understand Voidan. There is Voidan, and there is the Mother.

      The Mother?

      The hatchling stretched out his long claws and arched his back, looking for a moment like nothing more than a huge cat. He had grown much since hatching, but even when Bayan had brought him to Atenas, the draasin still had been small enough that she could hold him. In the time he’d been in Atenas, he’d undergone a surge of growth and now was nearly as long as Alena was tall. She wouldn’t be able to carry him anymore. Soon, he’d be able to carry her.

      Not only had his body undergone growth, but he seemed more intelligent. The draasin snorted, and she wondered if he knew her thoughts. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been intelligent before, but now, with the changes, he had more wisdom than he’d possessed before.

      Much as Voidan represents darkness and destruction, the Mother is Light. Creation.

      Alena thought that other elementals she’d spoken to had much of the same philosophy, but she’d never heard it described quite in that way. Like the Creator?

      The names are unimportant.

      I thought that names were very important, she sent to the draasin.

      The hatchling fell silent and curled back to the fire, wrapping his long tail around him as he snuggled into the heat radiating from her hearth.

      “Interesting that he would show himself so often, don’t you think?” Wansa said.

      “Only if you suspect the commander of having a role in the attack.”

      Wansa turned to her, touching the hilt of her sword briefly. Alena wondered if the counselor reached for spirit as often as she did. Especially in the city, and after the attack that they’d barely survived, there was something reassuring about knowing that they possessed some way of pressing it back, even if it was something they didn’t fully understand. Spirit came from them, but came from their combined shaping and using the spirit sticks. Were they Enlightened like Lachen—or even Cheneth—they wouldn’t have the need for the spirit sticks.

      “You do not?” Wansa asked.

      “I don’t think the commander attacked. He has made it clear that he may be responsible for something else.”

      The image of the empty camp, the place he called Alast, remained with her. She could still feel the hollow reverberations of earth where the fallen bodies lay. She could still see the sorrow within the commander as he spoke about what had happened. He might be a powerful shaper, but he was still a man, and he had made a mistake. That humanized him even more.

      “What if he only told you that to gain your trust?” Wansa asked.

      Alena pushed back the frustration that came to her. Since freeing Wansa from the touch of spirit that had forced her into doing what she would not normally do, the woman had been paranoid that others had been similarly shaped. “He allowed me to shape him. I have seen that he is not influenced.”

      “What if that was what he wanted you to think?”

      “I think we have to trust him.”

      “Then why is he not here?” Wansa asked. “If we are to trust him, and trust that he wanted only to protect Atenas from this other attack, how are we to do so when he snuck away our shapers with the most potential? And now they’re gone. Dead. Killed by whoever it is that we face.”

      “The Khalan,” Alena said. When Wansa frowned, she went on. “That’s what they’re called. The Khalan.”

      “The shadow shapers?”

      “I don’t know that they even are shapers. They can summon the shadows, and can use that against us, but—”

      “I saw the way that they used the shadows against us. They controlled it, much like I control a shaping.”

      Alena didn’t have any better way of explaining it. She could not summon, not as Lachen or Ciara could, but she believed there were those with the ability to summon the elementals. How could she not, when she had seen it firsthand?

      “And there is little that we can do to protect ourselves,” Wansa said.

      Alena unsheathed her sword. “There is much that we can do to protect ourselves. We’ve already shown that.” As she pressed a shaping through the sword, it began to glow, the runes along the surface accepting and holding the power that she summoned through the blade, the combined effort of the shaping creating spirit, creating light that she hoped she would be able to use if she were attacked by shadow shapers again.

      That was what the hatchling mentioned. That power that she could summon through her sword, using the connection to spirit, that was the counter to darkness. Did that mean that spirit itself would counter it?

      The door to her room bounced open, and Oliver strode in. He glanced briefly at Wansa, tipping his head in something like a nod but definitely not a bow, before pausing much longer at the draasin, eyeing the creature for long moments. He bowed his head much deeper for the draasin than he did for a member of the Seat of the Order, a fact that Alena found strange, but then this was Oliver. The man many considered the most talented healer in all of Ter was not always the easiest to get along with.

      “What did he want with you?” Oliver asked without looking up at her.

      Yanda stood in the doorway and closed it behind her as she entered. She remained silent, glancing from Alena to Wansa and then to Oliver, never saying anything.

      “The commander?”

      Oliver glanced to Yanda. “No, the Lord of the Moon. Yes, the commander! Balls, woman, you leave me to fly off with the commander and you don’t have the courtesy to come back and tell me what he wanted with you?”

      She watched Wansa as she told Oliver what Lachen had shown to her. The other woman’s face didn’t change, but Alena worried about what she might do. Wansa feared something else happening to her that would be like what the Khalan had done before.

      “Damn,” Oliver whispered. Yanda raised her brow in a question. “If the commander can’t stop these shapers—”

      “They’re not shapers,” Alena said. “At least, that’s not their greatest power.”

      “Whatever. If the Commander can’t stop these summoners,” he said, nodding to Alena, “then what do we think we can do? You said he took some of our greatest shapers to this little party he held, training them with the knowledge that he possessed, and they still weren’t enough?”

      “Party?” Yanda asked. “You sound like you would like to have been there.”

      “I would like to have been invited,” he said.

      “You can barely shape fire!”

      “Well enough that I joined the Order.”

      “That’s not saying anything. They’ve let anyone in the Order lately. Think of how weak some of these shapers have been who have been granted access to the Order. Most would never have been granted entry even a decade ago.” Yanda seemed to recognize that one of the counselors was in the room with her and her eyes widened slightly. “No offense meant, but you know what I mean.”

      Wansa took a seat in one of the plush chairs. Alena had chosen this room—one that had once been the great shaper Hobal’s—mostly because of the furniture, but also because it would be comfortable for the hatchling as well as for her. The chairs were comfortable, and the hearth large enough to create a fire the draasin enjoyed.

      “I fear that the Order is not equipped well enough to face this threat,” Wansa offered.

      “The Order has no choice,” Oliver said. “The threat comes whether we are ready or not.”

      “How? What is it that we can do to protect ourselves against shapers able to use spirit, against those who can manipulate the darkness and the shadows? We have trained with shaping, and we have dedicated ourselves to understanding the elements, but we are not strong enough.”

      “We will have to be,” Alena said.

      She stood and turned to the table running along the far wall in her room. Since returning with the commander, she had taken to creating as many spirit sticks as she could. Already she had made six, but she would need to create much more than that if she intended to see all of the warriors in Atenas protected.

      Wansa watched her, shaking her head as she seemed to realize what Alena intended. “Do you really think that your spirit sticks will be enough? There were only a few shadow shapers the last time, and we barely survived. What happens if they send more? What happens if there are a dozen? Two dozen? What then?”

      Alena picked up one of the spirit sticks, this one shaped more like a knife than a sword or the slender rod that Cheneth had first given Oliver. She traced her fingers along the surface of the blade, feeling the way the runes etched into the metal. Creating the spirit stick required her to focus on the element, and to shape deeply into the metal as she used it. This one had been particularly difficult for some reason.

      “I don’t know,” Alena said. “But if we don’t fight, and if we let the Khalan win, Tenebeth will escape.” She looked at Oliver and then Yanda. She had explained to them about Tenebeth, but did they really understand? Could they, without seeing the way that power would consume someone the way that it had with Thenas? “If he escapes, there is nothing that we can do to stop him.”

      As if to answer, thunder rolled distantly in a steady rhythm and a cold wind gusted through the window.

      Alena had felt the same cold before, and knew what it meant. Tenebeth—or one of his servants—moved.

      The time that they thought they would have was gone.
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        If we fail in Atenas, we have one place remaining. Even unified, they will not succeed.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Jayna crouched in the darkness near the trees. She still couldn’t reach her shaping, but the connection between her and Serain granted her a different ability. She had found that she could direct the wind, and had guided it as she made her way across the plains, sneaking toward the others. Since forming the connection to Serain, she had felt revived, strengthened, and snuck as quietly as she could.

      She would find Olina and help free her, and then she would free the draasin.

      Somehow she needed to find Shade and a way to subdue him. If she could, she might be able to get him to release the summoning that he used to separate her from her shaping. She needed to do it when the others—Sevn and the woman—were not around. Then she might be able to find a way to sneak up on him and might be able to reach him long enough to knock him out.

      As she approached, she felt the heat from the draasin long before she saw him. The elemental Olina rode was massive, much larger than most of the draasin that she’d ever encountered. It was amazing that she managed to ride such a creature, and that such an elemental would allow her to ride him.

      Jayna moved away from him, careful not to move too close, or too quickly. She needed to get to Shade first, then the draasin. Really, she needed to reach Olina first, and then the draasin.

      The wind parted near her, blowing with much more force than it had before the bond. That was the only way she could think of to describe what had formed between them. It was a bond of some sort, one that allowed her to know the thoughts of the elemental, and for the elemental to know hers. From what Jasn had shown, the bond granted incredible strength with the elementals.

      Help me find the others.

      They are nearby. There are five.

      She stopped, lying low in the grasses and letting them mask her. Five? There were three of the Khalan and Olina.

      There is another. A man of these lands.

      Could he be a shaper of Atenas? If the Khalan had captured others, she would need to know how many. More than that, she would need to know if any of them were turned. That was the intent of the darkness, she now felt certain. Without the connection to Serain, she didn’t know if she would have been able to withstand it. Even with the connection to Serain, she wondered if she would have managed.

      What she needed was her shaping back. Were she able to use the different elements, including spirit, she wouldn’t have to wonder how many others were out there, just waiting for her.

      Can you bring me to Shade?

      Shade? Even the elemental shared amusement at the name. You have chosen your names poorly in the past, but that is worse than you.

      My names?

      It surprised her that the elemental would taunt her still, even after she had resumed using her given name. For some reason, Serain found it amusing that she would claim other names, those that were not hers, and even more amusing that Jayna didn’t fully understand why that was a problem.

      Perhaps I will choose a name for you.

      What would you choose?

      There are many choices, but you have yet to earn a Name. For now, I will use this one.

      I thought I had to use this name with you.

      You needed to recognize the name was still a part of you. That was the first step in remembering the connection that we could share. There will be others.

      Such as you choosing a name?

      Names have power, Jayna. Have you not recognized that?

      What power am I given now that I’ve claimed my old name?

      You are given the power to form the connection.

      How is it that the connection formed? Why have I not been able to speak to you before?

      You have chosen not to. By taking on names that were not you, you chose another path.

      When Jasn healed me?

      That was a start.

      He had told her that there was something when he healed her. He hadn’t expected to find anything, yet there had been a resistance, something that he couldn’t fully explain. Maybe that was it. Maybe the resistance came from the fact that she had changed herself so often that she no longer knew who she was. She still might not know, but she could begin to search for that understanding. She had been a wind shaper once and could be that person again, only now with the knowledge gained from her time in Hyaln.

      She moved again through the grasses, making a careful effort to creep forward. Reach Shade. Olina. Then the draasin. The names marched through her head like a chant.

      As she reached a camp, a fire burned softly against the night. With the draasin so near, they likely didn’t need the warmth, and if they used the darkness as it seemed clear that they did, she doubted that they wanted the light. Why the fire, then?

      She found the answer huddled near the fire, alone.

      An older man, still muscular and vibrant in spite of his age. Jayna recognized him immediately. “Calan?” she asked in a whisper.

      He rolled toward her and squinted against the darkness. Thankfully, he must have been staring at the fire and couldn’t make her out. They had come searching for Calan only to find him here. How was that possible?

      The others are near.

      Serain sent the warning, and Jayna crouched low in the grasses, hoping that the wind would somehow manage to cover her, but not sure if the wind would even be able to do that.

      You continue to ask the wrong questions.

      What are the right ones?

      The wind swirled around her, wrapping her arms and legs and squeezing. She couldn’t tell what the wind did, but it seemed to blur her.

      You obscure me?

      It is imperfect but will provide some protection.

      Jayna crept forward, nearer to the fire. When she reached Calan, she noted that no real bindings held him in place. Did they hold a summons on him as well?

      Or had he come to the Khalan willingly?

      Calan was different than many of the hunters in the barracks. He was skilled, but there always seemed a darkness about him. She had never understood why Cheneth had called him to the barracks, and if he hadn’t, why he allowed him to remain.

      She couldn’t risk bringing him with her yet. Not until she could shape again. Once she could, she would be better able to defend herself from the Khalan and might be able to overcome them if they attempted to separate her from her ability to shape again.

      Jayna moved on.

      Show me where they are.

      Serain pulled her through the grasses, leading her to the north and away from the fire. She found them near a ring of trees, three Khalan standing around something on the ground. Not something, she realized. Someone.

      Olina?

      Whoever they stood over didn’t move.

      Had they harmed her? They hadn’t done anything to Jayna in the last few days, other than the Khalan woman attempting to convince her to accept what they intended to do with her.

      She continued to move toward them, hoping that the shielding that Serain offered would keep her safe, but still not certain what she could do. These were fully trained summoners, more skilled than any that remained within Hyaln these days, and with the talent to separate her from her ability to shape. She had connected to the wind, but that wouldn’t be enough—not when they could summon the other elementals as well.

      Still, she had to try. Olina and the draasin needed her to try.

      “You’ve kept her out for too long, Shade.”

      This was the woman. Jayna had noticed that she didn’t speak to Shade with quite the same deference as Sevn did, but then, she’d noticed that Sevn carried a certain suppressed anger with him as well, one that simmered beneath the surface.

      Were all of the Khalan like that, or was this unique to these three?

      “Turning takes a subtle touch. If you ever attempted anything with any skill, you would understand.”

      “I have more skill than you can imagine,” she said to him.

      “This entire trip has been a mistake,” Sevn said. “We have not found the one that we search for.”

      “We will find her. We have found others that are nearly as helpful.”

      “They would be helpful if you could ever do as you promised, but we have yet to see that.”

      Shade stiffened. “Quiet!”

      The others looked over at him.

      “There is something different here.”

      He knows I am here.

      It is possible.

      If Shade knew, she needed to do something. But what could she do?

      Can you carry me?

      Serain swirled around her and lifted her into the air.

      Jayna smiled, thinking about the first time she’d taken to the air, carried then by her wind shaping, letting it drag her into the sky. This felt just as effortless.

      Release the shielding.

      They will know that you’re here.

      I need them to know.

      The wind elemental released the soft pressure around her arms and legs, and the shielding faded.

      The Khalan noticed her quickly.

      North. Carry me north.

      Serain swept her toward the north, and Jayna tried to hang on, letting the elemental guide her. The others followed, quickly giving chase.

      It was strange that, even without her ability to shape, she could feel the way that they called on the wind. Can you separate them from it?

      They use a powerful call. I am not sure if I can.

      Can you try?

      Jayna looked behind her and saw the Khalan falling back.

      Now shield me again.

      You are a confusing one.

      Trust me.

      Are we at the point where I should trust you? You barely know who you are.

      I know the wind. I have always known the wind. Help me with this. We can save the others.

      The wind wrapped around her arms and her legs once more, and the shrouding took hold.

      Take me back to Olina.

      As Serain did, she passed the three Khalan.

      “Where did she go?” Sevn asked. “Your summons was supposed to hold her.”

      “My summons did hold her.”

      “Apparently not,” the woman said.

      “She’s out there. We will find her.”

      “What if she returned to Hyaln?” the woman asked.

      “She claimed that she was a shaper of Atenas,” Sevn said.

      “She might make that claim, but that doesn’t mean that is what she is.”

      She moved past them and was quickly back in the trees where she’d seen Olina.

      The old woman lay unmoving. With a soft request to Serain, Jayna let the wind drop her to the ground. She reached Olina and touched her cheek. The old woman looked up at her and smiled.

      “You.”

      “Can you move?” Jayna asked. “I don’t know how long they will be gone. We need to get you free before they return.”

      “Not only me.”

      “Yes. The draasin as well. I know where he is.”

      “There is another. We cannot leave him.”

      “You know that they have Calan?”

      “I saw when they brought him to their camp. The dark one tries to turn him, but Cheneth taught him well. He has remained protected, but I don’t know how much longer that will be the case.” Olina sat up and looked to the north. “How is it that you managed to escape from them?”

      Jayna hesitated. Did she trust Olina enough to share with her that she had managed to reach the elemental? She had nothing from Serain that told her one way or another whether she should.

      As she considered, the shielding preventing her from shaping faded.

      She pressed against it, using the connection to wind to push as hard as she could. The shielding held for a moment, then flexed, and finally disappeared.

      Jayna sucked in a quick breath and held onto her shaping power. She’d been separated from it for too long. “I shaped my way free,” she said.

      Olina watched her a moment, and from the clouded expression on her eyes, it seemed that she didn’t believe what Jayna said. “It is good that you found your ability,” she said.

      Katya forced a smile. She didn’t want to lie to Olina.

      They hurried through the camp and reached Calan. Olina made a small movement, tapping at her leg, and he blinked.

      “Who are you?” he asked Olina. When his gaze turned to Jayna, he frowned. “I know you, don’t I?”

      “It is possible,” she answered. “But the person you might have known is no more.”

      Calan sat up. “You. You’re Alena’s student. Issa. You died.”

      Olina touched his arm. “She seems plenty alive to me. Can you stand?”

      “I can stand.”

      “We need to move,” Olina said.

      “What happened to the others?”

      “They’re gone for now. I don’t know when they might return,” Jayna said.

      Calan took a deep breath. “I… I can shape again.”

      “Good,” Olina answered. “Because we will need you when they return.”

      Jayna looked over to her. “What do you mean return?”

      “Can you not feel the change? Darkness returns. His servants return. We must be ready.”
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        We have observed the world for generations, but have not intervened, yet there is evidence that some within the college have. I must look deeper, and try to understand for much depends on that understanding.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena stacked the last of the spirit sticks into a bucket and carried it to the base of the tower. Oliver wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and looked at Yanda. Without saying a word, Alena could tell that something passed between them.

      “Where is Wansa?” Oliver asked.

      Alena searched down the street, using a combination of earth and water, but found no sign of the woman. Drawing spirit through her sword, she shifted the focus, adding that to her search. Still, there was nothing. Where had the blasted woman gone? After all of her fear about facing another attack, now that one seemed to come, they needed to be ready.

      “I don’t know.”

      “The others come,” Yanda said.

      Steady surges of shaped power followed as warriors appeared. First a few at a time, and then more. They looked at Alena with a confused expression, but she wore the pin of office so that they would know her as a member of the Seat.

      Would they listen to her?

      She had never been much of a leader. It was a position that she had never wanted, authority that she had never sought. Even when she’d been in the barracks, all Alena wanted was to be left alone, unfettered with responsibilities to teach, especially when she realized the reason that she was there. She had needed all her focus to prevent Calan from harming too many of the draasin, and it had taken all the coaxing that she could manage for her to convince the draasin to allow him to take his trophy. She still didn’t understand why he felt the need to sever one of the draasin’s claws and keep it, but if she could keep the draasin alive by allowing it, she would do so.

      “You need to speak,” Yanda suggested as the warriors continued to accumulate.

      Alena looked along the line of warriors. What would she say? What could she say that would convince them that they needed to heed her and that they needed to listen to her? She was no Lachen. Hell, she was no Cheneth, and that man had a hard enough time getting others to follow him.

      A soft murmuring came from among the warriors. The cold southerly wind continued to gust, growing stronger. Thunder rumbled, steady and no longer quite as distant. She needed to do something now before the Khalan came.

      She cleared her throat. The murmuring eased.

      “Atenas is in danger of another attack,” she began.

      The warriors glanced at one another and started speaking at once.

      Alena raised a hand. Would they follow her lead?

      It would be better were Wansa here, but where was the damned woman?

      “We were unprepared for the last attack,” she said. “We cannot risk the same this time.”

      One of the warriors stepped forward, a man she recognized. Lupan was a short man, muscular and compact, and one who could shape with much power. Why wouldn’t Lachen have pulled him from the city?

      Alena quickly used a spirit shaping on him, wanting to ensure that he hadn’t been twisted, but found nothing. She needed to stop and needed to find a way to trust, especially since Oliver and Yanda had gone through the warriors, checking for the same spirit shaping. If healers of the guild couldn’t detect something off, Alena wouldn’t either. She needed to trust that they had done what they promised.

      “Alena Lagaro. What makes you think that you can return to Atenas and assume command?”

      She considered tossing out the fact that the commander himself had assigned her to the council, but how many would believe that? Wansa had because she had seen the commander, but Alena’s role hadn’t been formalized, and few of these shapers would have reason to believe that she truly sat on the council.

      Thunder rumbled again.

      How could she convince them that they needed to act? How could she lead?

      Honesty. That was what she needed. After all the deception that had taken place within Atenas, she would not be the reason for more.

      “I have been gone from Atenas,” she started. “I went where I could train to hunt the draasin.” There were murmurs of appreciation as she said it. “And we did. The draasin were pressed out of Rens, and for the most part, they disappeared.”

      “That was you?” another shaper asked. Those nearest him stepped to the side, revealing a broad-shouldered man she recognized as Kal Easan. They had known each other when she still had been in Atenas, and she had known him then to be a skilled shaper of earth. She was not surprised to learn that he had risen to join the Order, even if he hadn’t managed to reach the other elements when she still had been here.

      Alena nodded slowly. “That was me. Others like me. We trained, learning to hunt the draasin. Learning to destroy them.”

      More murmurs of appreciation.

      “That was how you managed to defeat the last attack?”

      Alena couldn’t tell who spoke, other than to note that it was one of the women.

      “That was not how I managed to defeat the last attack.” She glanced at Oliver, and then Yanda, realizing that Wansa stood off to the side, shrouded in darkness. Had she not known better, she would have wondered if Wansa had been turned again, but the counselor had asked Alena to test her every day, constantly concerned that she might have been affected again. With what had happened to her, Alena couldn’t blame her. “While I was there, I learned that the draasin were not the threat we thought them to be. They should not have been hunted.”

      “The draasin have killed dozens of our shapers,” someone said.

      “They did. But not by their choice.”

      “Rens controlled them.”

      Alena nodded. “I thought the same, but that was wrong. We were wrong. Rens… Rens was forced into a war that was not of their choosing. They didn’t want to fight any more than we did.”

      Kal frowned. “How do you explain the attacks on our borders? How do you explain Rens fighting us so violently?”

      Alena wasn’t sure that she could explain that, so chose to try a different tact. “The draasin are creatures of fire. They are what are known as elementals. There are other elementals, connected to each of the different elements.” She paused, letting the words sink in. The murmuring had abated somewhat. “There are those who have learned to control the elementals, much like we have learned to control our shaping, using the power of the elements. That is what triggered the attack.”

      Lupan stepped forward again. Alena considered layering a shaping of spirit on him to help soothe him, but that would only risk antagonizing him if he knew. The wind coming from the south remained cold, and the steady thunder rumbled, but she thought that she had time. If she could convince them of what she said, they could learn to use the spirit sticks. They could fight the shadow shapers and the darkness. They might have a chance against the Khalan.

      “You expect us to believe that others controlled Rens, who then controlled the draasin attack?”

      “I want you to understand that the draasin did not choose to attack.”

      Lupan frowned. “Why? Why tell us this now? The war in Rens is nearly over. The commander has pressed across Rens, wiping out the rest of the resistance. Now Rens is ours.”

      And now Rens could not work with Ter, she realized. The commander might have eliminated some of the threat from the Khalan, trying to destroy those they controlled, but at what cost? They still hadn’t managed to prevent them from attacking the city. And if Atenas fell, the rest of Ter would fall next.

      “Because the attack will return.”

      “When?” Kal asked.

      Alena looked at him, meeting his eyes, then turned to each of the others, holding their gaze for a moment. “Soon. The wind and the thunder is the sign that they come.”

      “Rens risks attacking here?” This came from another warrior, one Alena didn’t recognize. She had come late. With a quick shaping of spirit, she determined that the woman was not shaped, but that didn’t mean she would be harmless. None of these warrior shapers would be harmless, especially if they continued to believe the lies that had lasted for so long about the war, lies that the Seat had propagated, a council controlled by the Khalan.

      “Not Rens. And you must be ready—”

      A collection of gasps emanated from the back of the line.

      Alena realized that two warriors had fallen. Two more held swords out and had stabbed at the others.

      “Oliver! Yanda!”

      She leaped forward, pulling on her sword, unsheathing it as she blasted spirit from the end, sweeping it across the warriors. She had checked a few while they stood here, and Oliver had tested them before, but that didn’t mean that others hadn’t been turned in the time since Oliver tested them.

      The two with the swords had layers of shaping over their minds. Alena ripped the shapings free, not worrying about peeling them back gently as she had with Wansa. As she did, the men stood stunned, facing each other.

      One of them, a younger man with a thick beard who Alena didn’t recognize, looked at his sword with gradually widening eyes. “What… what did I do?”

      The other shaper started convulsing.

      Oliver was there in moments and scooped the woman with more strength than Alena would have expected. “I thought we had time,” he said.

      “I thought so too.”

      “I’ve tested the others,” Yanda said. “There’s nothing.”

      There was something. Which meant someone was here, already in the city, even if the attack hadn’t quite reached them. In the time since the last attack, they had missed someone.

      But who?
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        Summoning might not be enough.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Cheneth roused them early the next morning. Jasn felt stiff and had to stretch, but he’d slept well, warmed not only by the fire that crackled throughout the night but by the draasin curling up near them, her body shielding them from the night and radiating a welcome heat.

      Ciara lay on the opposite side of the fire, almost as if she wanted to be as far from him as she possibly could be. He didn’t blame her, not after what he’d done. Would she find it in herself to forgive him? If for nothing else, they still had to work together. She might be the only one able to defeat Tenebeth, but he had a role in the fight as well.

      “We should move,” Cheneth said.

      “Where do you intend for us to go?” he asked. “What more do you think for us to do?”

      Cheneth looked to the north. “I think it might be time for us to return to Atenas. We need to find others who can help us with the Khalan. I don’t know how to find them—”

      “I think that I do,” Ciara said.

      Jasn glanced at her, but she made a point of not meeting her eyes.

      “The darkness that they summon. I’ve felt it before,” she explained. “When I was in there,” she motioned toward the tower, “the one who taught me used a summons of darkness. I think that I can find it.”

      “Using the darkness will only lead you toward Tenebeth,” Cheneth cautioned her.

      “I would not be using it. I felt it when they attacked. I recognized the summons. I think that I can follow it.”

      Something about the way that she said it made it clear that chasing after the dark summons placed her in danger. He didn’t want her to risk herself unnecessarily, especially after seeing the way that the Khalan so easily attacked them. Jasn had survived, but only because of his connection to water. Cheneth might not be so lucky the next time, and Ciara… what would happen if the Khalan managed to get past him and reach her?

      He wouldn’t let that happen. Regardless of what she might think of him now, he would not let that happen.

      “If we could find the Khalan,” Cheneth started.

      “No, Cheneth.” Jasn stood and pointed to the tower. “Look at what happened when five of them attacked here. How many do you think there are in their fortress? Dozens? We barely survived, and that was when they barely outnumbered us!”

      “If we could find them, we could call others to help,” Cheneth said.

      “Who do you intend to help us? The others you’ve trained in the barracks? There are skilled shapers there, Cheneth, but that is all that they are. The Khalan are some of the most skilled from within Hyaln. They wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “The Wise would return,” Ciara said. She stared at the draasin, and he knew that she must be speaking to the elemental.

      “You know this?” Cheneth asked.

      “The draasin speaks to them. They are ready.”

      Cheneth turned and faced the tower. “It has been so many years since the Wise roamed the skies. Riders, many of them were called, though there were never that many riders. With their connection to the draasin—”

      “They don’t have a connection to the draasin,” Jasn said. “They can speak to them, but that’s not the same. They would risk themselves and us by going.”

      “He’s right,” Ciara said.

      Jasn hid his surprise that she would agree with him. “I want to find the Khalan as well, but we have to be careful.”

      “Then we find them,” Cheneth said. “There are others of Hyaln in addition to the Wise. We will call them to us.” He raised his hand when Jasn opened his mouth to say more. “This needs to be done, Jasn. We must stop the Khalan or we will never suppress Tenebeth.”

      Jasn studied Ciara, wondering what she thought of the suggestion, especially after seeing how poorly they had fared before. As he did, he realized that he didn’t have to wonder. With his connection to spirit, he could know the answer.

      Using a soft shaping, he created something subtle and layered this atop her mind, nothing but the barest of touches. Her eyes widened slightly, and he wondered if she knew what he did. Jasn didn’t stop, wanting to know what she was thinking. Not only wanting to know but needing to know.

      The answer hung at the surface of her mind.

      Hurt. That was the most prominent emotion. It ached atop her mind, like a wound that he wished he could heal, but there was nothing that he could do to heal it. He had caused this ache. Beneath that was another emotion, one that he understood all too well. A longing for vengeance. Realizing that took him aback. She was angry with the Khalan for what they had done to her, and she was willing to do whatever it took to see them fail, even if it meant her death.

      How could he not help her knowing that was how she felt?

      As he released the shaping, she glared at him. For a moment, he wished that he still held onto the shaping so that he would know if she recognized what he had done, but that wouldn’t change anything.

      “You’ll call for help once we find them?” Jasn asked Cheneth, watching Ciara as he did.

      “We will have to call for help,” Cheneth said. “I don’t think that we can do this on our own.”

      “If they haven’t moved, I might know how to find them.”

      Cheneth tapped his cane and frowned, but she didn’t offer any more explanation.

      In the light of day, Cheneth appeared younger than he had, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes softened and his skin more vibrant. Had the healing helped him so much?

      Ciara moved toward the draasin, each step measured. A summons, he realized.

      Jasn checked his sword, touching it at his side, and they waited while Ciara made a small series of movements, something that reminded him of a dance. Each step appeared to be perfectly placed, and as she did, he could feel the power humming from her, but not from any elemental that he knew. What did she summon with this movement? Was it nobelas? Did that elemental give her a different connection than he had? Was that the reason that she could summon without using any movement?

      Power surged from her, and she stopped, tilting her head as if to listen.

      She pointed. “There.”

      “Where?” Cheneth asked.

      “The draasin will have to take you.”

      The draasin lowered her neck and Ciara climbed atop her and waited. Jasn motioned to Cheneth to go first. As much as he might want to sit behind Ciara, he didn’t think that he should.

      When they were settled, the draasin took flight.

      Riding the draasin was a lesson in terror. He had done so several times, but still hadn’t adjusted to the way nausea threatened to overwhelm him, or the way that the wind whipped past him. Now, riding behind Cheneth, he didn’t even have the same reassurance that he’d had when sitting behind Ciara. Jasn had to fight back the terror on his own.

      They swooped over the water and flew east. The winds picked up as they flew and the sense of water shifted, somehow became vaster than it had been when on the island. Jasn surveyed the expanse of blue and quickly understood why Ciara had to bring them. He might have been able to shape himself across the ocean, but how much strength would he have remaining when he was done?

      Eventually, a patch of brown appeared. The draasin continued toward it.

      What is on that island?

      It took a moment for the water to answer, and when it did, the water sounded different in his mind, as if there had been a shift in the elemental as they flew.

      Shadows cling to the island, Child of Water.

      Shadows. Tenebeth.

      “That’s where they are,” Jasn said.

      Cheneth nodded. “I feel them too.”

      “Do we turn back?” he asked. “We know where to find them. Now we can return.”

      Tendrils of dark shadow swirled away from the island, and Jasn turned, realizing that the darkness surged behind them as well and blocked them in place. They would have to fight their way out now.

      He unsheathed his sword and already began to pull on a shaping, sending it through the sword. If Tenebeth—or the Khalan—attacked, he would be ready for them. He would do whatever it took to protect Ciara.

      The shadows thickened behind them, but also in front of them.

      Ciara brought her hands together, and light surged, parting some of the shadows, but not quickly enough.

      Jasn stood, his sword outstretched.

      “What are you doing?” Cheneth demanded.

      “She can’t do this alone.”

      Ciara watched him, but he couldn’t read the emotion in her eyes and wasn’t willing to risk shaping her now.

      “Turn the draasin. I’ll get you free from the shadows,” he said.

      “Damn it, Volth!” Cheneth said.

      Jasn jumped, sweeping behind him on a shaping of water, skimming across the surface of the ocean as he did, his sword flaring even brighter white than it had before. He continued to pull on each of the elements and called to the water for aid, hoping that it would help him here, but not at all certain that it would work the same over the ocean as it did where the elementals were familiar to him.

      The shadows attempted to swallow him.

      Jasn raised his sword and released his shaping.

      The shadows parted. He continued to press his shaping, and the light blazing through the sword increased even more, leaving the shadows cleared.

      Jasn spun, the shaping of water turning him back toward the draasin. He expected to see Ciara riding with Cheneth right behind him, but they were not. They were gone.
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        I begin to observe power returning to the world, and not all of it is tied to Tenebeth. Not all is dark. Why would the seals suppress both light and darkness?

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The night air had grown cold, almost unseasonably cold, and whipped around Alena’s cloak as she stood on the edge of the tower, looking down upon the city, searching for signs of the darkness, signs of anything that would explain what had happened. So far, they hadn’t discovered how the others had been influenced.

      At least it helped convince them of what they faced. If nothing else, the attack had made believers out of the other warriors, now seeing what exactly the Khalan was capable of, even if some still thought it Rens who attacked.

      The cold seeped through the warm white dress she wore, and even seemed to creep down the hilt of her sword. This was Tenebeth’s wind, she knew, though whether Tenebeth or the Khalan came, she didn’t yet know. She thought she could face the Khalan, but could she face more shapers controlled by Tenebeth? Thenas had nearly overwhelmed them, and while he might be a skilled shaper, there had been many others more skilled who he had defeated.

      “They each have a spirit stick,” Yanda said. “Oliver works with the other and thinks she can be saved.”

      The other turned out to be Lacy Rawls, a young warrior who had only recently been elevated to the Order. From what the others told Alena, Lacy didn’t have much in the way of strength with earth or fire, which made her wonder how she had ever been elevated. She was barely a warrior.

      There are other ways to reach the elements, the draasin reminded her.

      He perched on the edge of the tower. The draasin would have terrified the others had they seen him. Alena had considered revealing him, but chose not to, not wanting to risk causing more fear. But he might be needed during the attack. There was something about the fire elemental that Tenebeth feared, but she didn’t know what or why, and neither did the draasin.

      She didn’t know them either.

      “We have to find who influenced them,” Alena said. “They’re out there, and the attack is near.” The steady rumbling of thunder told her of that.

      “Does it matter? Our warriors have a spirit stick.”

      “There are others who shape in Atenas would can’t use a spirit stick,” she reminded Yanda. Those were who she worried about now, finding some way to help them so that they could be protected. Without the ability to shape each of the elements, the spirit sticks were useless. “Unless there is some way to hold the other elements inside the stick.”

      “What was that?” Yanda asked.

      She looked over at the water shaper. Alena needed someone like Cheneth, someone who might know the runes better than she could, to help. “If we can trap the elements in the spirit stick, those who can only shape one element might be protected. We could set it up so that they trigger the shaping.”

      “Do you know the right runes?”

      Alena shook her head. “Damn, but I wish for even one of the scholars. Eldridge would know, I bet.”

      “Eldridge? The Eldridge? As in the bishop?” Yanda asked.

      Alena bit back a laugh. What would Eldridge think of his name getting tossed around like that? He liked to hide from the fact that he had a history, and that he had power that others within the College didn’t, but so many knew about him that it defeated it.

      “Yes. The bishop trained with me.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. It was more that the bishop had trained her, rather than training with her.

      “He might know what we need,” Alena said.

      “There are other scholars here,” Yanda said.

      “Can you find me the senior scholar?”

      “They won’t like the idea that they’re summoned.”

      Alena nodded. The scholars liked thinking that they were the equals to the Order, and in many ways they probably were, only that wasn’t the case in Atenas. Alena had often wondered why they had remained such a presence in Atenas for that very reason. “They might not like it, but I need their expertise.”

      Yanda left her alone on the top of the tower. Alena stared, wondering how much time they had before the Khalan arrived, or worse, Tenebeth. Not enough, she knew. The wind whipping around her told her that power moved through her, as did the regular rumbling of thunder.

      Holding onto spirit, she pressed the shaping through the city, searching for evidence of the Khalan who had influenced the two warriors. Several were dead because of it. She needed to find them before the attack could return—and before worse happened.

      You do not need spirit to find Voidan.

      Alena considered the draasin’s words. How would you have me find Voidan?

      I can feel it. When you connect more thoroughly to Fire, you will discover it as well.

      Could she used the draasin’s connection to the darkness to help her learn what happened? The hatchling was not large enough for her to ride, not as those who had attacked Ter from Rens all those years ago had been, but she didn’t need to ride him. She could travel on the wind, or use the warrior shaping to carry her where she needed to go.

      Can you show me?

      The draasin snorted, steam rising into the wind before getting carried away. He flicked his wings, fluttering them slightly as he did, and tipped his head down. Follow me, Alena.

      The draasin rarely used her name, and when he did, she knew to listen. She suspected that he would eventually share his with her. The connection between them was different than the connection she had with the other draasin. This hatchling wanted to work with her, wanted to help, almost as if he were meant to. Perhaps he understood what she had sacrificed to help see him into the world, or maybe it was tied to the fact that she had helped feed him, nurturing him in those first days.

      When he took to the air, she followed, letting a shaping of wind guide her. She had to add fire, countering the cool effect of the wind, so that she could travel smoothly after him, and was surprised when he circled higher and higher into the air. Soon all of Atenas stretched out beneath her. The city was massive, the largest in Ter, and the Tower of Atenas rose up from the center, more befitting of a palace than a true place of learning, but then, Atenas and Ter were ruled by the Order, so it made sense that the Seat of the Order was the center of the city.

      What do you want to show me here? Alena wondered.

      You must sense Voidan. From here, you can feel the influence, not only within your city but beyond the borders as well. There is much power here.

      I understand that he must be defeated.

      You cannot defeat Voidan, Alena. You must stop thinking of that as an option.

      Lachen had said much the same, and Alena hadn’t really understood. But the draasin seemed as if he needed her to understand. I can’t, or I shouldn’t?

      Are they different? the draasin asked. Voidan is a part of this world. Were it removed, power would disappear from the world that should not.

      You think that Voidan should stay?

      Not in the same way as the other elements, but darkness is as much a part of the world as the light. Creation follows destruction. They are a part of the same continuum. Without one, there cannot be the other.

      You want there to be balance.

      It is not what I want. The powers that bind this world need that balance. Without it, the world itself would change.

      That is why you brought me here?

      You needed to see what those who would use the power of these lands cannot. You needed to see that there is more than only the potential for destruction, but also of creation. A balance. You must help maintain that balance.

      Alena rode on the current of wind, letting it flap against her cloak and her thick dress. From here, the cold in the air had less of a bite, and she could almost imagine that nothing threatened the city and that the Khalan were not coming in another attack.

      I understand.

      I am not certain that you do. The draasin tipped his wings, and they nearly touched her. He rolled onto his side, exposing his soft belly to her as he did, twisting his long neck so that he could more easily see her. You seek to destroy. You want vengeance for what they did to your people, but you cannot have vengeance.

      That’s not what I want.

      The draasin flicked his wings, and a gust of heated air struck her. Alena held herself in the shaping of wind, keeping from tumbling from the sky. As she did, she glanced at the ground.

      They flew over the city, this time reaching an outer portion of it. Night grew long and darkness attempted to blanket the city, but shafts of moonlight pressed through clouds, giving some light. From here, she could make out the dark outline of the tower, and the line of buildings down in the city, and not much else. She could feel pressure against her, though, a sense of power that pulsed in the city. This wasn’t shaped power, she was certain of that, but she didn’t have an explanation about what she felt.

      Is that who I’m searching for? she asked the draasin.

      There is a summons to Voidan. You must be careful and find compassion when anger comes to you.

      A hint of fear fluttered in her belly at the warning, and she redirected her shaping, letting it carry her to the ground. She followed the focus of power that she detected from up here, letting that guide her. As it did, she found herself tracking toward the outer edge of the city, streaking away from the buildings and the people near the heart of the city, and toward someplace familiar: the toss yard.

      Alena held out her sword as she landed. Power pulled through it, sending a bright white light away from her, filling the yard. Through the power she held within the sword, she felt the summons to the darkness and made her way toward it.

      Near the middle of the yard, she found him.

      “Jef?” she said.
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        I must give myself over to the darkness. I can find the balance afterward.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Ciara watched Jasn as he disappeared toward the shadows. What was he doing? Did he think that she couldn’t protect herself or that she needed him to protect her?

      Can you turn back toward him? she asked Talyn.

      The draasin snorted and started to bank. As she did, the tendrils of shadow stretched around her. If she weren’t careful, they would reach her, and they would be trapped.

      Ciara focused on the summoning that she needed. Without the j’na, the summons was not as easy, but then, she wouldn’t have been able to use the j’na in her summons while riding atop the draasin.

      “That fool,” Cheneth muttered. “Doesn’t he recognize the trap?”

      “What trap?”

      Cheneth waved his hand around him. “All of this. The Khalan have created it in a way to trap us. The shadows… I wonder if they even know that we’re here, or whether we triggered something on the way.”

      Ciara brought her hands together again and again, each time sending waves of light out. Doing so kept the shadows at bay, but she no longer could see where Jasn had gone.

      “Where did he go?” she asked.

      Power built from Cheneth. The old man was a more skilled shaper than he had ever let on. Still, he hadn’t been able to teach her how to summon, not nearly as well as the Khalan had managed to teach her. That alone worried her.

      “I don’t detect him.”

      Ciara continued bringing her hands together. Each time that she did, the same white light flowed from her. As it did, she felt connected to it in some way and no longer even needed to bring her hands together to complete the summons. With a j’na, it would have been easier to direct the summons. Without it, she released it in a wide band, and it splayed out around her, pressing back the shadows until they were no more.

      Land appeared beneath them.

      “Cheneth,” she said, pointing below her.

      “Stars,” he whispered. “They drew us in, didn’t they?”

      “Should we turn back?”

      “We’re here. I’d like to know how many we might have to face,” he said.

      Ciara nodded. She didn’t think that she could withstand another attack, but she hadn’t expected to withstand the last one. For what they faced, she was willing to make the sacrifice needed to stop Tenebeth.

      It was more than that for her. Anger still simmered within her at what the Khalan—and Shade—had forced her to do. She wanted revenge.

      In that way, how was she all that different than Jasn?

      She pushed the thought away. There would be time for considering that later. With a whispered direction to Talyn, she guided the draasin down to the ground, and they climbed off.

      The landscape reminded her in some ways of what she’d seen near the tower. Clouds hung low, creating something of a fog that hung over everything. The air held a dampness to it, and a hint of bitterness that reminded her of when Shade had first attacked in the barracks. A strange heat radiated from everywhere, and she formed a quick summons to realize that it came from deep beneath the earth.

      “This has to be the Khalan,” she said.

      “I think so as well,” Cheneth said.

      “What now?”

      “They would have some sort of structure. They would have to have something like what we had in Hyaln. We need to find where they would be.”

      Ciara wondered how foolish it was for them to chase the Khalan alone, just the two of them. Cheneth might have skill and she could summon, but what did they risk going here by themselves?

      Find Jasn, she said to Talyn.

      The draasin snorted and took to the air, fire erupting from her nose as she did. The remaining shadows parted before her, leaving nothing more than a faint streamer of darkness in the sky, like a storm cloud rolling in.

      Cheneth started forward, and Ciara followed. Reghal, I could use your help here.

      The elemental appeared in her mind and then appeared next to her on a flash of light. He nudged up against her and licked her leg. In some ways, he seemed smaller than he had before, but she suspected that was her imagination, something from the way the island seemed to her.

      “Such an amazing creature,” Cheneth said, watching Reghal as he licked her leg. “We are fortunate to have him with us in this fight.”

      Reghal pushed against her, and she smiled. There was a strength within the small lizard, one that she had noticed when he had first appeared. She didn’t think that she could do what was needed if he were not with her. In some ways, all the power that she had managed to reach had come from her connection to Reghal.

      This land is wrong, he told her.

      The land? What part of it?

      All of it. There is darkness here. It permeates everything.

      Ciara shifted her attention to the land and used a soft summons, the same one that she would have once used to summon Reghal, and listened for the echoes as it reverberated against her. As it did, she recognized what Reghal said. The land was damaged. Would there be anything that she could do to restore it, or was it beyond repair?

      Jasn Volth might know of some way to help. With his connection to water, she suspected that he would have been able to heal even the land.

      Is there anything that we can do?

      There is what we must do, Reghal said. This place is like the other, only more potent. Voidan grows stronger here. Can you not feel it?

      She could. Now that nobelas mentioned it, she could feel the effect of Tenebeth. When they had been near the tower, and when he had appeared during her summons, she had felt him, but not with the same strength that she did now. What she detected here was more powerful than even what she had detected when Thenas had attacked them. This was darkness, and shadow. A pure sense.

      She shivered. “We won’t be strong enough to withstand them here,” she said. “We need help.”

      Cheneth looked at her with disappointment on his face. “We need to find out how many there are.”

      “There are too many,” she said.

      “If we leave…”

      “Cheneth, this is not an attack that we can win. Not here, and not with only the two of us. We need to find Volth and find others to help. All the others who might be able to help.”

      Cheneth sighed and took longer than Ciara would have expected to nod. “We can go. Call your draasin, and we’ll head back. We could try Atenas. Gather those who remain there. Perhaps we can summon the Wise. I will do what we can to find those of Hyaln who remain.”

      “Cheneth—”

      She didn’t get the chance to finish.

      Something about the land shifted. There came a soft rumbling, one that echoed from deep within the earth and slowly rolled toward them. As it did, a shift in the shadows came with it. Suddenly, the shadows thickened, drawing in and toward them, moving almost as if alive. She had thought the same when they had been near the tower, but this was even more potent than before.

      You must go, Little Light. I will give you time.

      She looked down at Reghal. The lizard had started to glow. You can’t stay here alone, she said.

      This is what I am meant to do. Call to Talyn. Find the others who might help, and return. This is where the fight must be, but there are others who need your help now.

      I don’t understand.

      An image of a massive tower rising from within a city formed within her mind. Ciara had never seen it before but knew through the connection with Reghal that this was Atenas. What is there?

      Others who need your help. Others who will be needed to finish this. I will hold back the darkness, but you must hurry, Little Light.

      He licked her leg as she sent a summons for Talyn.

      As the draasin landed in front of them and she climbed onto the fire elemental’s back, she wondered if it would be the last time that she would see Reghal and the last time that the lizard would lick her leg.

      Hold on, Reghal. I will return.

      I know, Little Light. I know.

      They took to the air and swept away from the island, quickly disappearing into the shadows surrounding it.
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        There are other places, ancient and with much power, that still hold.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      As Alena circled around him, Jef smiled, no longer the wide, lopsided smile that she’d known when he taught students in the yard. This was almost a sneer. “In these lands, perhaps.”

      “But I tested you!”

      He tipped his head, one hand tapping along his arm. The foot that she’d always thought nothing more than a nervous twitch now took on a different meaning. “Did you? And did I pass?”

      Alena pressed a spirit shaping toward him and met resistance. She pressed harder, but still met the same resistance. Had she reached him and tested him? If she had not, it was possible that he was the reason that darkness was summoned. Could he be the reason that warriors had died?

      “Was it you?” she asked. Did you know? she sent to the draasin.

      I could feel his summons.

      Did you know it was Jef?

      That is the reason that I came.

      Alena cut off the connection. She made a slow circle around Jef, but he never stopped tapping his foot, and the wide smile never left his face.

      “There are many things that I’ve done. Interesting that Atenas has managed to shape with such power. I had never expected that. You were said to be delayed, and many of your shapers are, but not all. No,” he said, shaking his head as he eyed her, “not all. You surprised me, Alena Lagaro. I almost find myself wanting to show you what more you could be.”

      “I know what you are.”

      “You know so little, shaper of Atenas.”

      Alena stopped, drawing on more strength through the sword. “I know of Hyaln, and I know of the Khalan. The commander does as well. Your planned attack on this city will fail.”

      “This city? Is that all you think we intend?”

      “You and your kind think yourselves so smart, but you don’t even know what you’ve unleashed. You think that you can control that power, but I’ve seen how it controls the shaper.”

      Jef’s smiled widened. “Have you seen that? And who did you witness? One of your shapers of Atenas? Weak-minded, unfortunately. It requires strength of will, focus of intent, to hold the darkness to your summons. I am afraid that your Atenas shapers cannot accomplish that.”

      They don’t even know what they have done, Alena said to the draasin.

      They do not. They think only of power and control.

      There is no control with Voidan.

      No. There is not.

      “Why have you summoned the others here?” she asked.

      “You disrupted our plans. I admit to being surprised when you appeared, and even more surprised when you offered to teach the students. Few before you ever did. That was what gave us the advantage here.”

      Alena sucked in a breath. The students. Had the Khalan twisted them? Was there anything that they would be able to do to release what had been done to them? She had feared what would happen were shapers influenced, but she hadn’t thought anything of the students. Some had already shown great promise and power with shaping.

      The Khalan had infiltrated the students.

      But it went deeper than that, didn’t it? It must have. She thought of those raised to the Order, men and women who Wansa had even noted who would not have been raised in the past. How many of the warriors that she’d tested sided with the Order… and how many were of the Khalan?

      “You look like you understand that there is nothing you can do here, Alena. Everything that you thought to do will fail.”

      She held her sword out, the shaped light within it glowing brightly. “I stopped the last attack. I will stop this one as well.”

      Jef tapped his foot with increasing vigor. The power that she detected from him increased, washing over the toss yard and beyond, into the cold of the night, the wind gusting against her, the thunder rolling steadily. Doubt crept through her, threatening to knock her off her feet. Alena held herself upright, standing tall against that power, not certain how long she would be able to maintain it.

      “How long do you think that you can hold out?” Jef asked. “You don’t even understand what you face. You shapers of Atenas have never understood, thinking that the power you control is all that there is in the world. Now your pride will be your undoing.”

      Alena pulled on the connection to each of the elementals and went deeper than that, drawing from the sense of the hatchling as well. There was great power that the draasin could access, and somehow so could she through him. The light of her sword flickered, going from white to almost blue, and heat surged from it.

      Finally the smile on Jef’s face faltered.

      “There is power that you don’t understand, either,” she told him. “Just as you don’t understand that the elementals will answer in other ways, and not only to your summons.”

      She called to the draasin, and he circled quickly and dropped to the ground next to her.

      Jef looked from the draasin to Alena. Then he laughed. “That? You wish for me to fear a draasin child?” His tapping shifted, and he began rubbing his arms, moving in a strange rhythm that pulled on her.

      It pulled on the draasin as well.

      Alena could feel the way that the summons worked on the elemental, and there was nothing that either of them could do to stop it. If she didn’t, Jef would pull on her elemental.

      She’d made a mistake thinking that her connection to the elemental would give her greater strength than a summoner. She had seen the power that they could manipulate, the way they were able to call upon more than she could imagine. And now the draasin would suffer for her pride.

      Which made Jef’s comment all that much worse. Pride. Ter had always been a prideful nation, a place where the Order believed they ruled supreme, controlling the power of the elements and using the warrior shapers to fight their wars and expand the borders. From the founding of Ter, to the claim on the neighboring lands of Vasha and Uhl, and now to Rens. So many had suffered and died.

      And now she would, because she couldn’t withstand Jef’s shaping, and because she had believed that her connection to the draasin would protect both of them.

      It will.

      The voice came distantly from the draasin, and with less strength than she had communicated with him in the past.

      The summons pulls you from me.

      It does. But without the connection, he would already have succeeded. You must defeat him.

      You warned not to destroy him.

      The draasin flapped his wings briefly. Not destroy. There is a difference between defeat and destruction. You must find that balance.

      Alena wasn’t sure that she knew how. But to save the draasin, she would have to find a way.

      Using spirit against Jef wasn’t the answer. He had a counter to that, but was there something else that she could do? Alena could reach for fire through the draasin and had always been a skilled fire shaper, but she had another connection that was equally potent, and one that didn’t always make sense to her given the connection she shared with fire.

      Pulling on earth, she sent a rumble through the ground, attempting to disrupt the summons.

      Jef countered it quickly.

      Alena mixed earth and fire, this time pulling on a greater connection to fire, drawing on wind and water, mixing them in ways that she wouldn’t have considered before. Spirit surged but connected as she was to the draasin, the surge of spirit flowed from her, from the sword, and into the draasin.

      The connection between them sealed more tightly.

      The draasin roared.

      Jef’s eyes widened.

      The draasin shook his wings, and then his entire body. As he did, he lengthened, almost like the shaping of spirit fed him in some way. He flicked his tail and smashed it into Jef, sending him flying across the toss yard.

      Alena chased Jef, reaching him as he landed. He still breathed but otherwise didn’t move.

      Using earth and wind, she wrapped him in bindings so that he remained immobile. This way, he wouldn’t be able to use his summons against her. She didn’t know if he had a way of shaping without summoning. Likely he did, especially since he had trained the students, but she didn’t know of any way to prevent him from shaping.

      Use spirit, the draasin suggested.

      Drawing through her sword, she secured a shaping of spirit over his mind. She felt as it parted through, slicing off his connection to the elements. She shivered as she did, thinking how she would feel were someone to do the same to her.

      Now what?

      Thunder still rolled steadily, and the chill remained in the air. Worse, now that she knew what had been happening in Atenas, she feared that the warriors she thought safe, those she had thought tested, were compromised. And that still hadn’t solved what she would do about the students.

      A blast of lightning came, followed by another, and then another.

      Thunder rolled again, this time sharper and deeper, crashing through her.

      Alena realized that she didn’t have any more time. Whatever attack the Khalan intended had just begun.
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        Others have done so, but they have lost themselves. I must find a way to hold my identity as I make this change.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The wind carried Eldridge and Lauren to Atenas. Even as it did, he could feel the chill rising in the wind, unseasonable for this time of year. Something about that worried him, but he didn’t know why it should.

      See what you can discover, he sent to the wind.

      He spoke to the wind, but not quite in the same way that he had learned others spoke to their elementals. Alena could speak to the draasin and seemed to know which of the fire elementals she spoke to. Wyath rarely spoke of his experience with earth, but Eldridge thought he had the same connection. For Eldridge, it was different. He could reach the wind and could speak to it, but there was no sense of which of the wind elementals that he spoke to, almost as if he spoke to all of the wind, even though he doubted that was true.

      “I don’t like this,” Lauren said.

      She traveled next to him, using a combination of water and wind, a strange concoction that carried her on some sort of platform of mist. She was a skilled shaper in her own right and would have eventually risen to join the Order were she to choose, but she had always had more interest in study than in battle. The College was a better fit for her.

      “Something is amiss,” he agreed.

      The crossed the Gholund Mountains, and he heard the first stirrings of the brewing storm. Thunder steadily rolled, mixed with the chill on the air, and Eldridge shivered. He had known such cold before, but there couldn’t be another attack here, could there?

      Lauren watched him, floating as she did upon her platform. In some ways, she was more stable and didn’t have to worry about the changing currents or a sudden warmth that might send her flying off in a different direction. Her platform kept her safe. Controlled. That was something he rarely felt when traveling on the wind. For him, it felt more like he was thrown into a storm as the violent gusts of wind tossed him forward.

      “You know something, don’t you, Bishop?”

      He sighed, wishing that he didn’t. “This is… familiar.”

      “Should we turn back?”

      Eldridge shook his head. If they turned back, they wouldn’t learn what they needed to. The book that contained the runes that Lauren had discovered was in Atenas. For what he thought would be needed, they needed to find that book and discover if there might be some way they could use it against Tenebeth.

      The closer they came to Atenas, the more certain that Eldridge became of what they would find.

      He slowed, pulling against the wind now, circling around the city. Lauren streaked next to him, following on her strange platform. Both of them surveyed the city below.

      “What is it?” Lauren asked.

      Eldridge didn’t know. Wind pressed him forward, guiding him away from the edge of the city and toward the tower. As he went, he felt a strange pulsing against him and realized that the wind shifted in time with it.

      A summons.

      “Careful here,” he called to Lauren.

      She had already changed her platform, solidifying it. A knife appeared in her hand, and Eldridge smiled. He didn’t expect her to use the knife to attack, but it was comforting to know that she was willing to try if it came to that.

      As they neared the tower, he realized what he detected.

      Shapers stood arrayed on the street, all focused on the tower itself. Why would they be focused on the tower? Then he discovered the answer. They weren’t only shapers. They were summoners.

      Had Cheneth’s Hyaln taken to attack Atenas?

      Eldridge didn’t think so, but it was possible.

      Lauren gasped, and he jerked his attention to her.

      A strand of thick shadow arced toward her. He tipped on the wind. Lauren tried to do the same, but the shadow seemed to follow and touched upon her platform, parting it.

      Lauren fell.

      Eldridge swooped toward her, using a shaping and controlling the wind, and caught her before she could hit the ground, but in doing so, other shapers noticed him and turned their attention to them.

      Lauren stood and held her knife away from her.

      “I don’t know how much good that will do you,” Eldridge whispered.

      Using his connection to the wind, he sent it swirling through the shapers. He didn’t want to harm them, only to slow them. If he could reach the tower, he knew a way in and thought that he could find answers. Oliver would be here and, if nothing else, the healer would provide the answers that he needed.

      The warriors simply dismissed his shaping.

      But they couldn’t dismiss his connection to the wind.

      Eldridge hadn’t known Atenas to possess wind shapers of such skill, which told him that these weren’t all Atenas shapers. And if they weren’t of Atenas, they should not be here.

      Forming a knife of focus with the wind, he pressed forward, slicing through the assembled shapers. As he did, he widened the focus, scattering the shapers. They tumbled off to the side.

      Eldridge pulled Lauren with him and leaped into the air, streaking toward the tower. They needed to reach it. Nothing farther.

      As they neared, he arced them up, sending them soaring toward the upper-level windows. Lauren screamed something at him, but he ignored it.

      Then he reached the window he sought.

      Using a shaping of wind, he opened the window, and they tumbled inside.

      Someone shouted at him, but he didn’t know if it was Lauren or someone behind him. Eldridge barely paused as he resealed the window and rolled to the side. He bounded to his feet, ready for another attack.

      Oliver glared at him. “You could have warned me that you were coming through the window.”

      Lauren hid behind him. She clutched the knife in a white-knuckled grip, scanning the inside of the room.

      “What’s happening here, Oliver?” Eldridge asked.

      The large water healer strode through the room until he reached one of the wide red fabric chairs and dragged it toward them. “Sit, and I’ll explain.” He pulled a slender metal rod from a pocket and rested it on his legs.

      He didn’t threaten them, but Eldridge still detected the hint of a veiled warning in the motion.

      Lauren eyed the rod. Her gaze flickered to Eldridge as she shook her head.

      “I think we’ll stand,” he said. Had something happened with Oliver as well? It was bad enough to see the streets filled with warriors, but to get attacked, and then worry about another attack here in Oliver’s room… that made him nervous.

      “Balls, man!” Oliver said. “I’m not going to do anything to you.”

      “You’re not, but who is?”

      The large man waved his meaty hand at the window. “Whatever is happening out there. We thought the Khalan were coming, and damn if I know where Alena ran off to.”

      “Alena is here?” He hadn’t expected that. She hadn’t enjoyed returning to Atenas the last time, and that had been to help save Wyath. What would have prompted her to return… and to stay?

      Oliver nodded absently. “Claims Cheneth sent her. Of course, that was after I sent word to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Damn council was compromised. Your friend Cheneth came and gave me this,” he waved the slender metal rod in the air and Eldridge could make out the markings along the side, “which lets me know if someone has been attacked with spirit. Turns out half the damn Seat was compromised. Thankfully Alena came and figured out a way to use these to cure them.”

      Eldridge felt his mind racing to understand what Oliver told him. The Seat of the Order compromised. Cheneth had come. And shapers he referred to as the Khalan were here. That wasn’t Hyaln, but were they connected?

      “Where is Alena now?”

      Oliver’s gaze went to the window. “I thought maybe you were her. She disappeared when we detected the attack. She went somewhere, but I don’t know what she was thinking. Then the Khalan attacked. Damn if they aren’t half of our warriors.”

      “How?” Lauren asked.

      Oliver shook his head. “Don’t know how. All I know is that these shapers can control shadows.” He looked over at Eldridge. “Did you know they could do that?”

      “Tenebeth,” Eldridge whispered.

      “That’s what Alena thought as well, but the commander tells us this is something other than that.”

      “The commander has returned?”

      Oliver bobbed his head in a nod. His jowls wobbled wildly, almost taking on a life of their own. “Returned. Helped stop the first attack. Supposedly had a separate school of his own that these Khalan destroyed. And now they’re coming for Atenas.”

      How much had the commander known about these attacks? They hadn’t figured out where the commander’s allegiances lay before, but if he had a separate camp, and he intended to fight the darkness, then it seemed that he would be on their side, wouldn’t it?

      Cheneth needed to know.

      But Cheneth had taken a trip of his own, disappearing from the barracks, sending only the word that he had taken Jasn Volth and the girl Ciara with him. Wherever they had gone was important, but so was learning about this Khalan attack.

      If he couldn’t find Cheneth, then he needed to find Alena, especially if she understood what was happening here.

      The door rattled, and Oliver jumped up, moving faster than a man his size should be able to do, and reached the door. With a shaping of water, he unsealed it, pulling it open.

      Eldridge breathed out a sigh of relief as Alena stood on the other side. She carried a man along with her, and Eldridge could sense the wind shaping binding his arms.

      As soon as she saw him, she dropped the man and unsheathed her sword, pointing it at him. The end glowed a bright reddish hue, one that reflected in her eyes, making them appear almost angry.

      Eldridge took an involuntary step back, pressing Lauren behind him. “Alena?”

      She said nothing as light surged from the end of her sword, coming straight toward him.
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        How many times have the seals failed? This is not the first, and if they succeed in replacing these seals, I do not think it will be the last. How many must suffer before we finally learn how to suppress it for all time?

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      The draasin thrashed against the chain, and as much as Jayna wanted to release the creature, she didn’t dare, not until they knew whether they had control of it. But seeing such a majestic elemental bound in chains and held to the ground pained her. The draasin were meant to fly free, not be held by some shaping or shaped creation of man.

      “It is not safe to free him yet,” Olina said.

      “You would not kill it?” Calan asked.

      Jayna had expected something like this reaction from him and hadn’t known what she would do—whether there was anything that she could do or say that would change him. He had gone after the draasin, even after knowing what the others in the camp were willing to do to protect them.

      “Why kill the draasin?” Olina asked. “Why destroy elemental power? Does that make you stronger?”

      “Not stronger, but it would make us safer.”

      “The draasin are not the enemy, shaper of Atenas. They have been used, no differently than Atenas has been used, no differently than Rens has been used.” Olina stood in front of him, a smaller woman, but she held herself in such a way that she looked larger. Calan took a step back from her.

      “Used? How has Ter been used?”

      Olina jabbed at him with her finger. “You saw what the Khalan wanted. You saw the way that they tried to twist you. Had you not had the training that you did, you would have been twisted no differently than this draasin has been twisted.”

      Calan fell silent.

      “How do you intend to free the draasin?” Jayna asked.

      “Without a way to summon a counter, we must get the summoner to release it.”

      “But Tenebeth—” Jayna started.

      “This is not Tenebeth. This is foolish men who think to channel and control the power of the darkness, and in doing so, they have released it. When Tenebeth—the true Tenebeth—takes control of something, it requires a different effort to remove.”

      “What is Tenebeth?” Calan asked.

      Olina rounded on him and jabbed her finger at him again. “Do not pretend that you don’t know who Tenebeth is. Cheneth did not hide what you faced.”

      “Cheneth,” Calan said, his face souring. “You are with him.”

      “You would be against him?” Olina questioned. “You who have seen the way that darkness twists and taints, who have seen the way that your own student has been turned? Do not pretend that you know so little. Do not be a fool.”

      Calan took a step back at the rebuke. “Who are you?”

      Olina smiled. “I can once again claim the title of Olina the Wise. It has been many years since I have deserved that title.”

      They return.

      Serain’s sudden intrusion was a reminder of what had changed.

      “They’re on their way back,” she said. “We either need to leave, or we need to be ready for a fight.”

      “I cannot leave. Not until he is free.”

      “Then we fight.”

      Calan shook his head. “You would stay and risk yourselves for one of the draasin?”

      “I would die for the draasin,” Olina said, “if that is what it took to get him free. I understand what is at stake, just as I understand that I must do my part to ensure that we succeed.”

      Calan frowned. “I would not.”

      He took another step back from them and, with a sudden crackle of lightning, disappeared on a shaping.

      Olina took a deep breath. “I had hoped that he would remain to help.”

      “Maybe you could have been a bit gentler with him.”

      “Gentle does not get us where we need. He must see that his role is not one of destruction. I think that is why Cheneth kept him in his camp. He could be a powerful ally if he so chooses.”

      “I’m not sure why Cheneth would have kept him in the camp. He hunts the draasin, Olina.”

      “And Hyaln allowed the draasin to leave. How is that so much different?”

      “It is different.”

      You must be ready, Serain said.

      “They’re nearly here,” Jayna said.

      Olina watched her for a moment, an amused smile playing on her lips. “You have grown more sensitive in the time that you were captured.”

      She only nodded.

      There wasn’t time for any more response.

      Wind picked up. Jayna called to it and sailed into the air. “Will you be able to protect yourself?”

      “I am not so helpless as I seem.”

      For one of the wise, Jayna didn’t think her helpless at all. Many of the Wise were not nearly so competent as to protect themselves in the way of the shapers or summoners. Even rune traps, when used in the right way, could be effective defensively.

      “I did not think you were helpless at all.”

      Jayna watched as Olina began tapping on arms crossed over her chest. Each hand tapped on the opposite arm, but more than that, they moved in a steady rhythm, almost a circle but not quite. Earth rumbled in response. Heat flashed, and at first, Jayna thought it came from the draasin, but the draasin remained chained far from them.

      Had Olina learned how to control the summons?

      The Wise were intelligent, but there was a particular talent required to become one of the summoners. She had not thought that many of the Wise possessed that talent, but it appeared that Olina had learned some things in her time away from Hyaln. Perhaps distance and the need for power different than what she could access without the draasin had created the need. Or maybe there was more to Olina than she had realized. Jayna wouldn’t put it past her for the woman to be more skilled than she let on.

      She let the wind carry her and moved above the ground, soaring into the sky. She didn’t shape, letting Serain guide her, not needing to shape. Instead, she held onto the connection, knowing that she might have need of that ability and not wanting to risk having it severed as it had been before. Now that she was connected to Serain, she added the wind shaping to it, augmenting what she could use with what she could shape. The power she managed to manipulate was much more than she ever had managed.

      Wind pressed on her. This was not shaped, but came through the same connection that she shared with Serain.

      Not the same. She knew. This was summoned, directed, but not the contact that she had from her connection to Serain.

      Could she add a summons to what she shaped and connected to the elemental?

      Jasn had described how much more powerful he had been when he learned how to use not only the connection to the elemental, but also added the ability to summon with it. Could she do something similar?

      Her ability with summoning was not as skilled as the summoners, and wasn’t even as skilled as what Jasn had learned in his short time studying in Hyaln. He really was a quick study, but then he had come from a place of skill prior to coming to Hyaln. If nothing else, Cheneth had helped sculpt him into a skilled shaper.

      Jayna did not need the same help learning how to shape. Hyaln had taught her, and then she had focused her energy on improving those skills, abandoning the lessons that she had learned from the summoners. Now she wished that she had not.

      How to summon the wind?

      The movement came from within, a flickering sort of movement rather than anything steady or rhythmic. That called for fire or earth if she were to add more rhythm to her movement. There was intent involved as well, and perhaps that was what would help her the most. Now that she was connected to Serain, the intent would be easiest to reach.

      She focused on the wind, on the image of Serain, holding the connection she shared with the elemental in her mind, and shaped while creating the summons as she remembered it.

      Power surged, more than she had ever managed, more than she would ever have considered possible.

      Push against the summons.

      This came from Serain. She sat deep in Jayna’s mind and seemed pleased with what she attempted.

      Jayna thought about the way the wind pressed upon her. This was summoned wind, but she was tied to it in ways that summoners would never understand. She had bonded to the wind, and she could shape it without summoning. In some ways, she was the wind.

      Her magic met resistance, and then that faded, destroyed by the combination of a shaping and her connection to Serain, mixed with her summons.

      Someone shouted. Through spirit, she thought it was Shade.

      Jayna streaked toward it, wrapped in shaping power, holding tight to the connection she shared with Serain.

      They needed to sever the connection between Shade and the draasin so that Olina could be freed. If that meant destroying Shade, then she would do it.

      Earth and fire lashed at her, one element from each side.

      Jayna pushed back, using a shaping, but they were stronger—their summons were stronger—than what she could shape.

      But not wind.

      Using the wind, Jayna created a buffer between her and the elementals they used. She needed to prevent them from reaching her and needed to keep them from summoning. If she could disrupt the summons… but how?

      Using a torrent of wind, she spiraled around them. They attempted to push back, but she was the wind, and there was nothing that they could do against her. The other elements and the summoned elementals would not fight against her connection to the wind. What could they do when she dragged on the connection that she had discovered?

      Her connection to the summons disappeared with a snap.

      Jayna tried reaching for it again but was pressed back. Serain remained connected, but Jayna struggled with shaping, almost as if the connection to her shaping had been separated from her as well.

      Help me! she begged of Serain.

      There is only so much that I can do to aid you in this. You must overcome it.

      Overcome what? How can I do that when I don’t know what it is that I need to do?

      For a moment, her connection to Serain faded, and she couldn’t even reach the elemental any longer, then she managed to reconnect and heard the elemental’s voice within her mind.

      You must be strong.

      Then she was gone.

      The wind faded, and she found herself facing the three Khalan summoners.

      Shade drifted toward her. “I admit that I am surprised that you managed to escape us. I thought that you were more subdued. Perhaps the next time, I will have to be more persuasive.”

      His fingers tapped, moving in something of a rhythm.

      Her entire being cried out a warning, screaming at her to avoid the summons that he worked, not wanting her to get caught by the darkness that he would draw forth, but how could she avoid it? What was there that she could do, especially if he had managed to overwhelm her ability to shape and summon and speak to Serain?

      There was nothing that she could do.

      She had failed.

      Shade sneered at her, triumphant, almost as if he could read her thoughts.

      Could the dark summoning allow him to read her thoughts? Did it grant him some of the same abilities as she had as one of the Enlightened?

      Jayna blinked. Enlightened.

      Working with Serain had made her forget that she was more than simply a wind shaper. She had abilities others outside of Hyaln did not understand. She was one of the Enlightened.

      Could she still shape?

      Jayna reached for the connection to spirit and surprisingly found that it remained within her. Holding onto that, she sent it streaking toward Shade, wanting only to incapacitate him.

      There came resistance when her spirit summons hit. His eyes widened slightly. Then he started to shake.

      Jayna pressed with her shaping, and he shook even more.

      She thought that she might succeed. At that moment, she thought that she might be able to get free of Shade and that she might be able to help the draasin.

      Jayna had neglected the others.

      Power slammed into her from either side.

      She started to fall toward the ground. Serain!

      She didn’t know if the elemental would hear her, or whether they had done something that would prevent her from reaching the elemental.

      Serain!

      The elemental didn’t answer, but a sweep of wind caught her and lifted her into the air.

      She would not be able to defeat the three of them by herself. What had she been doing thinking that she could?

      Jayna held onto her connection to spirit and sent a shaping toward Sevn. He seemed the easiest target of the remaining Khalan. She was satisfied when her shaping struck, and he went spiraling away from her.

      That left only the woman and Shade, but Shade seemed to struggle with the fact that she had somehow managed to get free from what he had done to her. She needed the time that it took during his confusion so that she could figure out a way to get the draasin free. What she really needed was a way to destroy Shade.

      “You have proven yourself more challenging than he expected,” the woman said.

      Was that a hint of respect in her tone, or was that something else?

      Serain!

      She might not be able to reach the elemental or to use her the same way that she had before, but all she needed was for it to carry her forward

      If she could reach either Shade or the woman, she thought that she might be able to knock one of them down.

      The woman. She remained the largest threat.

      Wind pushed her forward. Jayna knifed through the air, letting it carry her forward, and she reached the woman, who pushed her away, almost as if she were nothing more than a child.

      Lightning crackled.

      Jayna glanced up, thinking that it didn’t feel like a storm should come. The air didn’t have the same humidity or the charge to it that she would expect.

      She was surprised to see Calan.

      He appeared on a streak of lightning. His sudden appearance was enough to disrupt the summoning that the others used. Jayna regained her ability to shape fully, and the connection to Serain returned with a snap.

      Shade’s eyes went wide.

      The woman glanced from Jayna to Calan and then disappeared in a cloud of dark smoke.

      “There’s one more,” Jayna said.

      “He was the worst of them,” Calan answered. He streaked away, looking for Sevn, leaving Jayna facing Shade alone.

      “Release the summoning you use on the draasin,” she demanded.

      Shade’s eyes tightened, and his fingers began moving in a furious rhythm. With Serain’s help, she constricted him in bands of wind, limiting his ability to complete the summons. There were some who supposedly possessed the ability to summon without movement, but she would have to take the chance that Shade was not one of them, though if any could, it would be those of the Khalan.

      “Release the summons!”

      Her words snapped with the wind, carried not by a shaping, but by Serain.

      Shade’s face tightened in concentration and Jayna squeezed even more, holding tightly to him, refusing to release him as she held him in place.

      “Would you die for this?” Jayna asked. “Because that will remove your hold over the draasin.”

      “I am not afraid of dying.”

      “No? You seem afraid of it. I think that you fear the unknown, as we all do, only you haven’t taken the time to consider where you will go once your body and mind leave this place.”

      Shade watched her, then spat. “Enlightened. That’s what you are. I should have known that the damned Enlightened would send someone here.”

      Jayna took a deep breath and looked around her. “I am more than Enlightened.”
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        Does the college maintain records of this as well? Do they observe even the Khalan? What will they write of our plan?

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Jasn surfed on the platform of water, spinning in an ever-rising torrent as he struggled to find what had happened to Ciara and Cheneth. They were out there, somewhere. Water and spirit sensing told him that they were near, but he couldn’t detect them well enough to know.

      Blast these shadows!

      He sent a surge of shaped energy into the fog of darkness and parted them even more. Jasn let the water shaping carry him, guiding the connection to water to hold him in the air, and gradually drifted in the direction that he hoped he’d find them.

      Eventually, the shadows completely lifted. Jasn found himself in the middle of the ocean, staring at rising swells rocking gently below him, with no evidence of land in sight.

      Where was he?

      Can you guide me?

      Where would you go, Child of Water?

      He created an image of Ciara and Cheneth in his mind, hoping that the water would understand what he sought. As he did, the water started pushing him, driving him ahead of a massive wave. Using water and wind, he held himself upright, struggling not to fall into the water as he surfed. No longer did he need his sword, so he sheathed it, riding with the shaping.

      There was something almost peaceful as he did. The energy and effort required to carry him this way was not nearly as much as he’d used for a warrior shaping. With this, he was able to use the connection to water and could use his ability to summons, carrying him across the sea. When he looked back, he faced a wall of water and briefly felt a flicker of fear. If the water were to crash down onto him, he doubted that he would be able to withstand the force, but then, he didn’t need to worry. With his connection to water, it wouldn’t harm him.

      Land came into view.

      The wave swept him forward, rolling ever faster, throwing him toward the shore. Jasn tried slowing the wave, realizing that he wasn’t traveling toward the same island that he’d seen before, but there was no way that he would be able to slow the water. It rolled with him, an inevitability sending him toward the shore. The only way that he would be able to get free of it would be to shape himself higher into the air, and he didn’t want to do that.

      The wave crashed upon the shore and Jasn slid forward with it, riding once more on a platform of water, until he came to a stop.

      He turned to the ocean. The water slowly receded, the shaping and the force of the elementals that had brought him this far now pulling back into the sea, and realized that he must be once more on the mainland.

      And separated from Ciara and Cheneth.

      There was no way of reaching them. He might be able to ride the waves out to the island, but then he wasn’t sure that he would know how to find the Khalan fortress.

      Would they suffer because he had no way of getting to them?

      As he paced the shore, he felt another pressure in his mind, a remnant of the connection that had formed between he and Alena when he’d healed her. She was in danger.

      Jasn took to the air, holding the shaping as he searched the ocean. The Khalan were too far off shore, and without knowing how to find them, there was nothing that he could do. Can you help? he asked the water.

      That place is shielded from water.

      Shielded?

      There is no approaching, not without risking their summons.

      That was his fear. A sense came again, the alarm from Alena, and this time with even more intensity.

      She was in danger.

      Jasn might not be able to help Ciara, but could he do nothing when Alena needed help?

      Taking one last look toward the water, he used a warrior shaping and traveled.

      He didn’t need to guide the shaping. Cheneth had told him where to find Alena, as well as why she had gone there. He could reach her and find what had happened.

      When he landed in the shaper circle, he knew immediately what had set Alena on edge.

      Atenas was under attack.

      He recognized the attack as the same darkness that he’d felt near the tower. This was a pulsing darkness, a sense of shadows that loomed over the city, mixing with a cold breeze and a steady rumbling of thunder.

      How many of the Khalan approached?

      Jasn thought about what Cheneth had said of Lachen. Could he be one of the Khalan? Was it possible that he would face his old friend?

      He didn’t know how he’d react if he were forced to do so. No longer did he feel inadequate next to Lachen’s ability. If nothing else, his time in Hyaln had taught him about so many other ways to reach power that he recognized how Lachen had such skill, even if he couldn’t replicate it. And Jasn had ability to summon, had connected to water, could shape better than he ever had while in Atenas, and now could reach spirit.

      Still, he doubted that he would be able to harm his childhood friend if it came to that.

      Thunder echoed again. Shadows swirled around the courtyard, brushing too close.

      Jasn unsheathed his sword and quickly built a shaping through it. This time, he made a conscious effort to add spirit to the shaping. Light blazed from his sword, pressing back the shadows.

      They would know he was here now, but there was no way to change that. Better to get attacked openly than to face the risk of the darkness reaching him and somehow influencing him.

      Jasn left the courtyard outside the tower. The thick shadows were denser here. With his shaping, he pressed back the darkness… and saw two men slowly approaching.

      Their dress made them appear to be of Ter, but the way that they moved their hands, the steady rhythm that he recognized as a summons, told him that they could not be.

      “Leave,” Jasn said.

      “A shaper of Ter?” one of the men asked.

      Jasn realized that his sword had dimmed and so pressed his shaping through it, using only spirit this time. He wanted to conserve his strength and didn’t want to risk wasting energy that he might need.

      When his sword shone brightly, the men hesitated.

      “Not of Ter.”

      One of the men sneered. “Hyaln then. Surprising that you would risk yourself.”

      Jasn shook his head, readying another shaping. “Not Hyaln either.”

      He launched himself forward.

      The suddenness of it caught the first man off guard. Jasn spun, twisting on wind and water, and struck with his sword. Darkness parted before him, and the man fell. With a similar motion, he brought his sword around to the other man but found himself suddenly facing three. Two were men, and a third was an older woman.

      Her eyes narrowed as she saw him. “This is the Wrecker of Rens.”

      Jasn paused.

      “The Wrecker? He died in Rens,” one of the men said.

      Jasn smiled. Was that the rumor about why he no longer fought in Rens? If so, it seemed appropriate. A part of him—that part of him—had died in Rens.

      Three might be more than he could handle. Stars, but two were more than he could handle. I will need your help.

      You have it, Child of Water.

      Jasn pulled on the elemental connection and added a quick summons, and mixed a shaping of water. He sent this in a surge, a torrent of water that was like the one that Rehnar had taught him when he first began working with the summons but added to it the memory of the wave that he’d ridden across the sea.

      The power of the shaping, of the water, overwhelmed them. The three Khalan were thrown back.

      Jasn jumped forward, letting the water carry him, swinging his sword as he did.

      Something struck him, but he ignored it.

      One of the shapers fell.

      He was hit in the back, and one of his legs stopped working.

      Jasn staggered, spinning on the good leg.

      One of the Khalan stood in front of him. Jasn jabbed at him with the sword, but the man managed to press it back using a swirl of darkness.

      He tried stepping forward, but his leg didn’t work right, and he stumbled.

      Two of the Khalan stood over him. Jasn couldn’t help but notice that the woman carried a slender sword, the blade darkened, as if she summoned Tenebeth through the sword the same way that he summoned spirit through his.

      She raised the sword. Jasn doubted he would survive if she hacked his head off or stabbed him in the heart. There were things water could not heal.

      With one last effort, he pressed water out, using the connection to the elemental.

      The Khalan resisted. Jasn didn’t know how but suspected that they had summoned water, or perhaps the connection to Tenebeth gave them the ability to overcome his connection to water. Either way, his bond failed him.

      “Even the Wrecker can die,” the Khalan said.

      Jasn pressed out with a shaping of spirit, knowing that it wouldn’t be enough. “He already did.”

      The sword arced toward his head.
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        The great summoner of Rens has revealed herself. I didn’t understand at first, but she has mastered summoning more than each of the elementals. Repairing the first seal would have required she summon something greater.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      “What is that?” Oliver asked from his window. He stood with his hands gripping the windowsill, staring into the night. He hadn’t moved for long moments, and Alena wondered if he listened to the steady rumbling of thunder, the sound of the Khalan coming closer.

      How much longer did they have before they were overwhelmed?

      Not long. And they didn’t have enough shapers to withstand the attack. Worse, she no longer knew who she could trust of the warriors. Oliver and Yanda, she trusted. Eldridge, now that she had tested him. She regretted the way that she’d come at him with her sword, but she had no choice when she had wanted to know whether she should worry about what he might do, and whether he had been compromised. From what she’d seen, anyone could be, at least until they managed to create enough spirit sticks.

      Through all of it, a nagging worry itched at the back of her mind.

      “What is what?” she asked, too weary to care. Her mind churned through what they needed to do and struggled to come up with the answers. Somehow, she had to defend Atenas against an attack that should not be possible and keep the city functional until the next attack. And the next.

      This must have been what the leaders of Par felt like.

      “There’s something burning down there.”

      “Burning?” she asked, looking up briefly.

      Oliver shrugged. “That’s what it looks like. I can’t say that I know with certainty. It keeps moving, though, and there’s something else…”

      “Stop holding out on us,” Yanda said, jabbing him in the stomach.

      “I sense something of water. I don’t quite know what it is.”

      Alena hurried over to him, ignoring Jef lying on the ground, bound by her shaping. When she reached the window, she shoved Oliver to the side, unmindful of the fact that he was both much taller and much wider.

      From her vantage, she could see the entire expanse of streets below. Shadows moved. She didn’t need to stand at the window to know that, but there was the light that Oliver mentioned, one that reminded her in some ways of the light that she summoned from her sword.

      “Why would you sense something of water?” she mused.

      “I don’t know. The only other time I’ve noticed something like that has been when I’ve been around Volth.”

      Volth.

      Alena understood the nagging itch in the back of her mind.

      “Open the window,” she said to Oliver.

      “Are you mad? The window is sealed, and I think that we’ve proven that keeping it that way is the only way that we’ll be safe. Honestly, if Eldridge can force his way through it—”

      “Damn it! Open the window!” Alena unsheathed her sword.

      Oliver shook his head but shaped an opening in the window as she directed. “What do you think that you’re going to do, Alena? You’re skilled, but we don’t know how to fight this.”

      “Someone down there does.”

      “Who? That light? That’s nothing more than a fire.”

      “No. That’s Volth.”

      She stepped to the edge of the window and jumped.

      As she did, she shaped through her sword, forming a bright white spirt shaping that cut through the darkness. Blast, but the cold air felt wrong. So much about the shadows that pressed upon the city felt wrong. If they could somehow find a way to disperse them… but first, she needed to help Volth.

      And he needed help. Somehow—through the residual connection that they shared—she knew that he did.

      She landed with a soft whisper of wind. Light surged from her sword. Two attackers suddenly reached her. Alena spun, slicing through one, not bothering to focus on who it might be—and whether it was one of the Atenas warriors who the Khalan had somehow infiltrated. The other posed a more difficult challenge. They proved skilled with their staff, spinning it so that she had to stay just out of reach.

      Can you help?

      The hatchling roared, and she felt the heat of his body before he appeared.

      The other Khalan glanced up, but too late, and her sword sunk through his shoulder. The next attack caught him across the chest, and he fell.

      We need to find Volth.

      The draasin snorted fire, clearing away some of the darkness.

      Alena hesitated at the realization. If the draasin could push back the darkness, then she understood why Tenebeth had wanted to twist them first. If the greatest threat were removed, then he wouldn’t have to worry about what else they might do.

      She found a cluster of Khalan surrounding a fallen form. One of them raised a sword.

      Alena shouted. It didn’t matter what she said, only that she drew their attention.

      She leaped forward, using wind and fire and earth to propel herself, her sword burning with the spirit light. The draasin flew next to her, teeth and claws flailing, tearing at the Khalan. They fell before them.

      But Alena was too late.

      A woman held a blackened blade and swept it toward Jasn’s neck. He didn’t move—and she wondered if he even could, or if something had happened during the attack that prevented him from getting up.

      Horrified, she watched as the sword neared his neck.

      Then it stopped.

      Wind whistled around her, and she glanced up to see Eldridge hovering on his wind shaping. With a twist of his wrist, he snapped the sword out of the woman’s hand.

      Alena stabbed, catching her in the stomach, and twisted.

      The Khalan fell, sliding from the end of her blade.

      Somehow, darkness still pressed upon them. Others of the Khalan came, more than they could account for. She scooped Jasn into her arms and streaked toward the tower window, followed by Eldridge and the draasin.

      Inside Oliver’s room, she lowered Jasn to the ground. Wounds pierced him, and they tried to mend as she watched, but something impeded them.

      “Oliver!” she snapped.

      But the large man was already there. He crouched next to Jasn, his hands running along his sides, his cheeks, and down his arms. “These are deep. One pierced his lung and another his liver. These would normally kill a man.”

      “Normally?” Yanda asked, standing on the other side of Jasn. “These wounds will kill a man.”

      “This is the Wrecker of Rens. The man who cannot die,” Oliver said.

      The other scholar near the back of the room gasped.

      “Is there anything that you can do to help?” Alena asked. She’d seen Jasn heal from horrible wounds before, and had seen him heal others from wounds that he should not have been able to heal, but she’d never seen him like this. How could he survive this?

      “Yanda, we must wash through him. Are you prepared?”

      “You start at the heart. I can sense that you already have contained most of the damage.”

      “Most, but there is something I don’t fully understand.”

      “We will have to do what we can.”

      Oliver nodded. “With his connection to water, if we can bring him along, the elemental will complete the healing. That is how he’s lived as long as he has.”

      Alena stood back, watching the two most skilled healers in Ter work on Jasn.

      What was he doing back in Atenas?

      The answer was easy. He had come for her. Somehow—whether through the connection that forged between them or intuition—he had known that she needed help. And he had come.

      How had he shaped spirit?

      She found his sword, wondering if Cheneth had given him a spirit stick or taught him how to create one of his own. Runes etched into the metal were unlike any that she’d seen, and certainly not like the runes that she used with the spirit stick.

      Had he shaped spirit without the sword?

      Blast, but that would be useful!

      They needed him alive. Alena hated that she thought like that, but in order to protect Atenas, they would need him alive.

      Jasn gasped.

      Oliver leaned back and wiped a bead of sweat off his brow. Yanda kept her hands on Jasn, her forehead furrowed deeply. Power built from her, washing through Volth in waves. Alena had witnessed powerful shapings before, and had seen Volth when he had performed his healing, one where he had moved enormous amounts of water, but this was still impressive.

      “He is not responding,” Yanda said.

      “He’s responded,” Oliver answered, weariness heavy in his voice. “He breathes. You can step back, sense what he does for himself now.”

      “The wounds—”

      “Yanda, the wounds are not his problem,” Oliver said.

      Yanda lifted her hands from Jasn’s chest and leaned back. “I don’t understand. He’s there. I can feel it, but there’s something that prevents his recovery.”

      “Darkness,” Alena whispered.

      Oliver looked over. “What?”

      That was what kept him from coming back. Always before, water kept him alive, but what if water wouldn’t respond when the darkness, and when Tenebeth, permeated him?

      Was there any way to remove it?

      She glanced at her sword and realized that she had to try.

      Alena stepped forward, holding onto her sword. She shaped through it, drawing spirit that she forced through Jasn. As it struck, she felt a resistance within the shaping. “Oliver. Help with this.”

      “I can’t with spirit, not as strongly as you.”

      “Add water then. Guide me. You’re the healer.”

      Oliver closed his eyes and set his hands back on Jasn’s chest. As he did, Alena noticed how the shaping shifted, guided now by Oliver, and the way that he forced it through Jasn. He didn’t send it where she would have expected, not to the wounds that remained open as she had, but to his head, and to his heart. Oliver somehow pulled on the shaping that she used, drawing it from her with more focus than she managed alone.

      Then he released it.

      He leaned on hands and knees, panting. “That is all that we can do.”

      “Will it work?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. He needs time.”

      Alena waited, praying that the elementals were not done with him yet.

      As she did, thunder rumbled outside. Lightning flashed, again and again.

      And she felt the pressure of the darkness against the tower.

      “I think we’ve run out of time,” she whispered.
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        Scholars have infiltrated the Khalan. I have let them observe. We should have records of this success.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Night fell in full by the time they finished making camp. After the attack, and after she had secured Shade, the draasin crouched at the edge of the camp near Olina, who spoke to it in a hushed voice. Jayna hadn’t known whether the Wise could speak to the draasin, and still didn’t. It was possible that what Olina did was nothing more than soothing the creature, or it might be that she could speak to him.

      Shade remained near a small fire she had summoned, his wrists bound in front of him and his fingers completely restricted. She didn’t want to risk him managing a summons again. So far, he hadn’t shown any predilection to the ability to summon without moving his hands, and she didn’t want to give him the chance to try.

      “You will hold him?” Calan asked. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his chest thrust forward. When they had secured Shade, Calan had searched the Khalan, but had not found what he’d sought. Likely his sword. The warriors of Atenas were particular about their swords, and the hunters of the barracks especially so.

      “We need to know where to find the others,” Jayna said.

      Calan looked up, a frown pinching the corners of his mouth. He occasionally squinted as he considered her, almost like he struggled to remember what she had been like when she’d been in the barracks. If she were honest, she often forgot what she’d been like when she’d been there. This person—Jayna, not Katya as she had been playing, or even Issa or Ilyana—had been forgotten by her for so long that she struggled to remember who she was meant to be.

      “There are others?”

      Jayna shook her head, noting how Olina remained with the draasin, tapping him on the head in a sort of rhythmic fashion. Did she use a summoning to soothe him, or was it that she just petted him like some massive dog?

      “What did Cheneth tell you of his homeland?”

      “The scholar?” Calan asked. “That man shared little with us until he decided he would no longer hunt the draasin.”

      “He protected you,” Jayna said.

      “I need no protection.”

      “Not in Atenas, but the world is more than your lands.”

      “Ter is more than Atenas,” Calan said.

      “It is, but the shapers of Atenas often forget that they are a part of something else. I saw it often in my time within the city.”

      Calan’s face soured. “Yes. Your time. You are not of Atenas, yet you pretended that you were. I suppose that you are one of the scholars?”

      “In a way. There are those who study outside of Atenas, and outside of the College of Scholars. They search for understanding and mastery of the different powers of the elements.”

      Calan fell silent and looked from Jayna to Shade and then to Olina. “I once would have said there was nothing other than shaping. Even that I didn’t know nearly as well as I once had thought. I… I have seen things that tell me that I know less than I realized. My student was claimed by shadows, as were others.”

      “There is nothing that can be done for them,” Jayna said.

      “I would have said the same,” Calan said, “but I have seen the power that girl calls with her spear. The light is so bright that it can destroy the night.”

      Who could Calan mean? If Cheneth had someone able to call on light like that, they might be able to defeat the Khalan. Only… that wasn’t what Cheneth had in mind. He believed there was a different threat, something greater than simply a splintering of the greatest summoners of Hyaln, but she still couldn’t fathom how that would be possible.

      “If you know of all of that, then you should understand that Cheneth was not a part of the College of Scholars, regardless of what you believed. He was a part of something different.”

      “Hyaln.” Calan said it softly and stared at Shade as he did.

      “Yes. Hyaln.”

      Calan turned his attention to her. “What are they? You are a part of it, I assume?”

      “I am a part of it.”

      “How? You summon the draasin as well? Or do you have the same kind of ability as Cheneth?”

      Jayna wasn’t particularly sure what abilities Cheneth possessed. He was Enlightened, but it seemed that he was more than that, much like it seemed the Olina was more than what she appeared.

      “I am what is called Enlightened.”

      Calan started to laugh. “Enlightened? What kind of pompous ass calls themselves that?”

      Jayna could only smile. “The pompous asses from Hyaln. It marks an ability with spirit, one that few shapers possess.”

      Calan fell silent, and there was only the crackling of the flames for noise. “My mother used to claim that there were men and woman born more sensitive than others, that they were gifted by the creator with a touch of his finger, a blessing of sorts, so that they could understand the needs of others better.”

      Jayna smiled. That seemed a wonderful way to look at the ability with spirit.

      “Then I learned about shaping, and of all the destruction that could be done with these powers. Seems to me that the creator wouldn’t grant any of us the ability to destroy others in such a way, and certainly not with a touch of his finger or his blessing.”

      She closed her eyes and reached for spirit. As it always did, it felt as if she were reaching into a deep part of her mind, a pool of sort, that was buried deep within her. Slowly she drew that sense out and layered it atop Calan. Through the shaping, she felt the anger he still felt toward the draasin, the hatred he had toward Rens. She pressed deeper, now more curious than anything, and found a memory. With spirit, she could tell which memories were guarded. They were the ones that seemed the darkest, and were often the ones that most wanted her to find them, as if they needed to get free.

      She didn’t push, at least not so hard that he would recognize what she did. That risked him resisting, and she suspected that this was a memory that she needed to free from him.

      Deep within his mind, she found what she sought.

      There were memories buried there of Calan, and a family, and as she delved deeper into his mind, she discovered that he’d been hurt, that there were those that he’d loved that he had lost.

      She withdrew with a gasp.

      “Who were they?” she asked.

      Calan frowned. “Who are you talking about, Issa?”

      She wouldn’t correct him now. Let him think that she was the Issa he remembered. “There are memories buried within you. Children, I think.”

      Calan drew his hand back as if to strike her before lowering it again. “Do not… do not speak of them.” His voice was hushed and carried with it a hidden menace.

      As much as she might want to leave him alone, she didn’t think that she could. What Calan held within him needed to be released. “They were yours, weren’t they?”

      Calan turned his back to her and fell silent.

      Jayna stepped up to him and said nothing. There was nothing that she could say, not to help with the pain that he must feel. The only pain that she’d known during her life, the only loss that she could compare to what Calan must feel, was abandoning her relationship with Jasn, but that had been her choice. What she detected from Calan was something traumatic.

      She layered a gentle spirit shaping over his mind, one that was the barest of touches, enough to coax him into sharing something. She didn’t need to compel him, only to suggest that he was safe in sharing with her. Shapings such as this rarely worked in Hyaln. Most had grown accustomed to protecting themselves, but outside of Hyaln, few understood how easy it was to defend against—or that there was even a need for it. Warrior shapers, like those of the Order, would have an especially easy time defending against it, if they understood the technique.

      “We—they—lived in a small village near the Tardin Sea,” he began softly as the shaping settled around him. “Near enough to Rens that I worried for them while I was gone, and far enough from Atenas that the order could not offer the same protections.”

      “You were married?”

      He nodded slowly. “It was not common for those of the Order to wed outside of the Order, and less common still to leave a family outside of the city, but Marisa…” He closed his eyes as he shook his head slowly. “The attack came during the night. I was there but could do nothing. It came for me. That was during the time when Rens pressed the attack across the border, when they were organized.”

      Jayna wanted to tell him that it hadn’t been Rens, that he hadn’t lost his family to the war as he believed, but what would that change? She understood his hatred for the draasin. That must have been how Jasn had felt, thinking her gone. He had been willing to become someone he was not, a man seeking vengeance for an attack that he believed caused by Rens. Because of her, he had become the Wrecker of Rens. Because of her, the tide of war had swung.

      “I am sorry,” she said.

      “Sorry cannot bring them back. I have spent years learning what I can about how to attack the draasin, searching for the bastard that killed my family.”

      “Do you really think that you would know?”

      Calan looked at her with tears moistening his eyes. “I was not as skilled then as I am now, but I managed to catch it with my sword. The creature lost one of his talons. When I find that draasin…”

      The one thing that she remembered well from her time in the barracks was Calan’s collection of trophies. Others hunted, but few with as much success as Calan, and none brought home trophies the same way that he did.

      “The draasin are not our enemies,” Jayna said. “They have been used the same way that Rens has been used, the same way that the Order has been used.”

      “Used? How can you expect me to believe that they’ve been used? Rens instigated the war! They brought the draasin in, they began the attacks. The Order was content to leave them alone.”

      Jayna smiled at the idea that the Order would simply leave something alone. Even in her brief time in Atenas, she had sensed the motivation for power within the council. The war might have been instigated by someone else—likely the Khalan—but they only started what would have come anyway.

      “Tell me, Calan, have you ever thought about your connection to the element magic?”

      He blinked and frowned at her. “I am a shaper of Atenas. I think about my connection all the time.”

      “Do you actually spend time considering the connection that you share, or do you use the power that you’ve been given?” When he hesitated, she pressed onward. “There are other ways to access that same element power.” She pointed to Shade, bound and sitting near the fire. “The Khalan, they use summoning to reach the elementals, to direct them.”

      Forcing them, she didn’t say. For most of the elementals, what the Khalan did was force them into actions they wouldn’t otherwise take. Through her new connection to Serain, she recognized that the wind elemental willingly worked with her, and when she summoned, even though her ability was weak compared to the Khalan, she did not force the elementals to respond. What she did was more of a request.

      “In Hyaln, we have others with different abilities. There are the summoners. Shapers. Those whose specialty is in making rune traps.”

      “Traps?”

      She nodded toward his sword. “The shapes that you have crafted onto your sword. There is element power trapped within. Those who understand that power and can reach it are able to use it in ways that others of the Hyaln cannot. Each ability compliments the others.”

      “What of her?” Calan asked, nodding toward Olina.

      She remained separated from them, sitting near the small ring of trees with the draasin. She had not moved, but neither had the draasin. Was Olina somehow finding a way to rescue it from the forced connection that Shade used on it? The summoning should have been withdrawn, but it was possible that part of it remained, and that the draasin remained somewhat under the influence of the darkness.

      “She is what Hyaln calls Wise.”

      Calan snorted. “Another pompous title.”

      “Perhaps. But the Wise had a connection to the elementals. They could speak to them, and guide them. The most potent of the Wise were connected to the draasin.”

      His eyes narrowed. “The riders. Rens had riders. The draasin were terrible enough. Their attacks deadly. But a few carried riders. The destruction they caused—”

      “The Wise were not the riders you think of. They worked with the draasin, with all of the elementals, and could speak to them.”

      “That’s what Cheneth wanted, isn’t it? He wanted those in the barracks able to speak to the elementals.”

      “I don’t know what Cheneth wanted.”

      “I thought he came from the same place as you?”

      “Cheneth is from Hyaln, but he left many years before.”

      Calan snorted again. “And now you think to bring him back into the fold? I think you have missed your opportunity. That man is stubborn, but he’s no fool.”

      Jayna shook her head. “No, he’s no fool. I think he would say he’s been trying to convince Hyaln of our foolishness for some time.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Jayna sighed. “It means that Cheneth has waged a different war than the one that Ter and Rens have fought, and for far longer than any have realized. And he needs help.” She had come searching for Calan, but now that she found him, she realized there was something else she needed to do, something that might be even more important than anything else that she had done so far.

      “What kind of help?” Calan asked.

      “The kind that puts you at risk,” she said, “but it’s the kind that might give you a chance to get revenge on those responsible for what happened with your family.”

      “The draasin are responsible for what happened with my family. I will hunt and destroy them, one by one if I must, and none of your Wise will get in my way.”

      Jayna pushed a surge of spirit shaping over Calan. Not to force his mind, but to soothe it. “The draasin are not responsible for what happened to Marisa. But the Khalan, and men like Shade, they are.”

      Calan stared at Shade, his eyes narrowed. “What is your plan, Issa?”

      She studied Olina, knowing that the draasin and the Wise would be critical to what she planned. She would need more than that, though. Perhaps someone like Jasn. Other shapers of Ter. Even Ciara, if she could work with her without jealousy. For what she planned, she would have to. Not for Hyaln, but because it was right.

      “We must destroy the Khalan.”

      Olina looked up as she said it, and the old Wise woman nodded.
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        The Commander of the Order of Warriors has returned to Atenas and has revealed himself, but he does not lead this fight.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Alena went to the window again. Outside, she could see the way that darkness slithered across the street and could feel the way that it worked along the tower. During the last attack, the Khalan had attempted the same. Why? What did it matter if they managed to infiltrate the tower? That seemed the focus, though. The Khalan hadn’t done anything else while in the streets but surround the tower.

      What was important about the tower itself?

      “Alena.”

      Jasn’s voice was weak, and she turned back to see him sitting up. Color rapidly returned to his face, and the wounds on his chest had sealed off. Water healed him once more.

      “You?” he asked.

      Oliver and Yanda spoke softly off to the side of him, and both seemed willing to give him space. Eldridge watched her, the woman he’d brought with him remaining silent as well. The only other person in the room watched her with his eyes bulging, but he couldn’t do anything, not with the draasin sitting near him, one sharp taloned arm resting on his chest.

      “I saw you fighting the Khalan,” she said, turning away from the window.

      “How? They summon Tenebeth.” His eyes searched until he found his sword and he scooted across the floor to grab it.

      “Not Tenebeth, I don’t think.”

      “No. It’s a reflection, but they summon his power. The more they summon, the stronger they become.”

      Jasn already appeared stronger than he had even a moment before. The water elemental healing him amazed her. How powerful must they be to heal him as easily as they did?

      “How do you know this?”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      Alena took a seat next to him. She needed to understand. The threat of the Khalan to the tower could wait for now. She didn’t know how much longer it could wait, but they had some time.

      There was something that she didn’t want to have to tell him. She’d seen the connection forming between him and Ciara. A part of her wished that she could find a connection like that, but a part of her understood that Jasn needed someone more stable, especially after what happened with Issa—his Katya.

      And had he found her? Cheneth thought that she might have been claimed by Tenebeth. Seeing the way that Bayan had been turned, she knew that it was possible that Tenebeth could have claimed her. How would that affect him?

      As strange as it was, she cared for Jasn. For so long, she had fought the idea of having a student, afraid of how it would impact her and her connection to the elementals, but Jasn had been different. She had opened herself up to him, and he had accepted her, had saved her. They were friends. Alena had so few friends.

      She took a deep breath. “They took Ciara, Jasn. I… I tried to stop them, but I couldn’t. Cheneth sent others looking for her, but we didn’t find her.”

      Rather than hurt, Jasn smiled. “I know.”

      “You know. I’m sorry.”

      “She escaped. The Khalan took her to a tower and trained her to summon. They thought that they could turn her, but her connection to that lizard—nobelas—protected her. Now because of what they taught her, we might actually have a way to stop them.”

      Alena struggled to process what he’d told her. Ciara lived? She had been claimed by the Khalan and nearly turned, but escaped and become even more powerful? “And you? You can shape spirit, can’t you?”

      Jasn nodded. “When I went to Hyaln, I learned to summon, and I learned rune traps.”

      “That doesn’t explain how you can shape spirit.”

      “I don’t know how I shape spirit. There was an attack on Hyaln. Somehow I found spirit within me.”

      Could she find the same? Was that what Cheneth hoped for them to learn by bringing them to the barracks, or had he really only wanted to protect them from Tenebeth?

      “Where is she?” Alena asked.

      “We… we got separated. We tried finding the Khalan. Cheneth wanted to know how many we would face. The darkness started to come around us, and I thought that I could stop it, but I was separated from them.”

      “Then why are you here?” She thought that she knew, but she wanted him to tell her.

      “Because I sensed your need.”

      Alena sighed. What did they do now? Even with Jasn, they didn’t have enough strength to defeat the Khalan. “There are too many. We barely survived the first attack. I thought that we had tested the others, but they infiltrated the order. So many of our shapers were not our shapers.”

      Jasn motioned to Jef lying on the stone, the draasin resting on him. “Like him?”

      “Him. The council. Others.”

      “The commander?”

      Jasn asked that hesitantly, and she could tell that he feared the answer.

      “Not the commander. He helped us stop the first attack.”

      Jasn stood and stretched. As he did, she detected the shaping he used briefly, and then it faded. Either he masked it, or he released it. Had he used spirit? She would have known, she thought, if he had, but what if he found a way to use spirit where the spirit stick—her sword—wouldn’t help?

      When he reached the window, he leaned forward. “They want to claim the tower. That’s what they tried to do where Ciara was held.”

      “I don’t understand why,” Alena answered.

      “They summon Tenebeth and contain the power within the tower. I don’t understand how it works, but the more of Tenebeth that is summoned, the harder it will be to contain him.”

      “Not destroy?”

      “I don’t think that we can destroy Tenebeth,” Jasn said. “If we can seal off their attempts to store Tenebeth’s power, we still need to collect what has been released, or we risk others like Thenas.”

      “And Bayan,” Alena said.

      Jasn’s eyes widened. “Cheneth didn’t know how to collect what had been released. Even if we can defeat them here, and in their fortress, we still have to collect the residual power. It cannot be destroyed.”

      Eldridge stepped forward, pushing the woman he’d brought with him in front of him. “I think that we might be able to help with that.”
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        What do they record within Atenas? What did they record of Hyaln? We have always viewed the college as bystanders, but what if that was a mistake?

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The top of the tower reminded him all too much of what they had experienced when they were at the tower where Ciara had been trapped. Jasn studied the night, feeling the waves of darkness slamming against the tower, working their way up. Soon he would have to leave even this point.

      They had departed Oliver’s rooms when the shadows began creeping along the window. As much spirit as he shaped, it still hadn’t been enough to press back the shadows. The Khalan would claim the tower, and in doing so, they would claim the city.

      As much as he hated admitting it, he had no idea how they could win. The long war with Rens had sapped them of the potential shapers that they might have used, leaving shapers who were inexperienced and unable to do anything against the darkness. Worse, it had given the Khalan the ability to infiltrate Atenas.

      Jasn gazed at Alena as she crouched next to the draasin. It was a small creature, but larger than when he’d last seen it. Power and heat radiated from him, perhaps not quite so much as it did from Ciara’s draasin, but this one was still small and growing. How large would it get if given the chance?

      Would they be able to give them the chance?

      “You have returned more skilled than you were when you left.” Eldridge stood next to him, casually staring out at the night. He appeared comfortable, but then, Jasn had always found Eldridge to be more capable than most scholars. That came from his connection to the wind, but what if there were something more?

      “I trained in Hyaln for a time.”

      “Trained. They accepted you?”

      “Not at first,” he said. “It took some convincing.”

      “Your connection to water, I presume?”

      Jasn nodded. “Katya was there, Eldridge. She lives. I thought that maybe Tenebeth had claimed her, but she served Hyaln all along.”

      Eldridge turned to him, his face solemn. “I am truly sorry, Volth.”

      Jasn swallowed, surprised that Eldridge understood. “And now I’ve lost Ciara. She learned that I am—or was—the Wrecker of Rens. I don’t know how I ever expected her to be able to see past what I had done, but for some reason I did.”

      “All men change, Jasn. If you are not changing, then you are not trying. I think your year—was it?—spent fighting in Rens left you unchanged. It wasn’t until you left, and until you came to the barracks, that you began to become someone else.”

      He knew that was true, much as he knew that he was no longer the man that he’d been, even when he’d trained in Atenas. That man was a healer, while the man who had gone into Rens for vengeance was a warrior. He didn’t know who—or what—he was to be now, much as he didn’t know where he would fit into Hyaln’s structure.

      “I am not from these lands, but it pains me that we would abandon Atenas,” Eldridge said.

      “I don’t think that we can. If we do, we allow the Khalan to gain strength.”

      “You would suggest we fight? How many would die if we were to do that?” Eldridge clutched a book to his chest. He’d grabbed it while they had tried to come up with a plan about what they would do against the Khalan. Jasn hadn’t seen what was inside the book, but the way that Eldridge continued to glance inside, he suspected it carried some secret important to the College of Scholars.

      Jasn pointed to the city below him. “How many will die, or at least suffer, if we leave them to the Khalan? Look at this city, Eldridge. These people don’t deserve what the Khalan might do to them.”

      Eldridge smiled. “You have changed more than you realize, Jasn Volth.”

      “Ah, I know that I have changed. It’s what others see of me that hasn’t.”

      “You can only control your actions, not those of others.”

      Jasn laughed. Standing on the tower, with the darkness rolling along the walls, it felt good to laugh, even if he knew what was coming.

      “If you fight, and if you die, what then?” Eldridge asked. “Who will stand up to Tenebeth during the next attack. Or the next?”

      “You don’t think that we should fight?”

      Eldridge flipped the book open and studied a page. Jasn saw runes marked on the page but didn’t recognize them. Had the Scholars mastered more of the rune traps than others realized?

      “I think that we have to find a way to draw Tenebeth away.”

      “If they use this tower, Eldridge, we won’t be able to withstand another attack.” He felt that deeply, a conviction that he could feel within his bones, though he didn’t know why. Was that something that the connection to the elementals shared with him? Did the connection to water grant him that knowledge? “We have to make a stand now, and then we have to have enough helping us to go to the Khalan fortress.”

      “With what help?” Eldridge asked.

      Jasn shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      He gripped his sword, sending a shaping through it. While standing on top of the tower, he had maintained a constant shaping, holding spirit within his sword, needing to find some way to press back the shadows.

      Strange that he should be here, fighting for Atenas, after everything.

      “Help comes,” Alena said.

      “It does?” he asked.

      “The draasin tells me that others fly to the city.”

      “Are you certain they haven’t been summoned?” Eldridge asked. “I’ve seen what happens when the draasin are called, and I’ve seen how they lose control.”

      “The draasin aren’t summoned. They come with riders,” Alena said, looking at Jasn.

      A smile came to his face. “The Wise,” he whispered. “Damn, but Cheneth thought to call them to help against the Khalan at the fortress, but if they’re coming here…”

      As he said it, there came the sound of a dozen draasin shrieking against the night. Flames erupted from them, and they swooped into the city, unleashing their fury.

      Jasn nodded to Eldridge. “We won’t abandon this city. We won’t have to. Not with the draasin.”

      He jumped from the wall and dropped into the city, light blazing from his sword.

      As he did, he wrapped himself in water. It was something that he should have done before and hadn’t realized the way that the Khalan were able to manipulate the darkness to poison him. The woman who’d nearly taken his head off had been right: the Wrecker of Rens could be killed. But Jasn didn’t want to die, not with so much left to do.

      Alena came with him. He felt her through the connection they shared, and she swooped down from the top of the tower, riding on a streamer of flame. He should not have been surprised at how strong she was in fire, but she practically glowed, looking in so many ways like Ciara as she summoned.

      “We need to keep the shadows off the tower,” he told her.

      “And then what?”

      Jasn shook his head. “I don’t know. Ciara created something around the tower before. Without her…”

      “We’ll simply have to push back the Khalan.”

      Jasn nodded. When he hit the street, he met two of the Khalan. One wore clothes that reminded him of Hyaln, a long pale red wrap that wound around him, tied with a rope belt. The other wore the heavy wool uniform of a Ter warrior of the Order. Both summoned the darkness.

      He had no sympathy for them. Using spirit, he lashed out, striking them with a furious shaping. The first fell and convulsed, leaving the Ter warrior. Jasn jumped toward the man, but he caught his sword and turned it. If he was a warrior of the Order, he would have trained in swordsmanship, much like Jasn had trained. Only, Jasn had fought without fearing that he would die. That lent him a certain recklessness that he still possessed.

      He spun, less concerned about getting struck by the sword and more interested in inflicting damage on the man. His sword struck the other man’s arm, then his leg, and he fell.

      Jasn found Alena holding off another pair of Khalan and joined her, quickly dispatching them. “We still haven’t stopped the attack on the tower,” he said. Shadows had nearly reached the top, and in spite of the Khalan that they killed, and the shadows the draasin circling overhead managed to disperse, they didn’t seem to be making any headway on stopping them.

      “There must be others we don’t know about.”

      The ground trembled, and he nearly fell. Jasn used water and wind and took to the sky, pulling Alena with him. Together, they circled the tower, but couldn’t find anyone to focus on.

      “If it’s not coming from outside the tower—”

      “It must be from within,” Alena finished.

      He pulled her down to the shaper circle and the door leading into the tower. With a quick burst of shaping, he tossed it open, and they entered. The inside looked no different than it had when he’d been here before; in some ways, it felt smaller now, somewhat lessened compared to what it had been. Once, the tower had represented everything that he hoped he could learn, the abilities with elements that he couldn’t fathom. Jasn still remembered coming here as a young man all those years ago. Even then, Lachen hadn’t been nearly as intimidated by what it represented. He wanted to learn power, but he had an expectation that he deserved to learn it. Not Jasn. It had taken him time to feel that he deserved to work with shaping.

      Now the entrance to the tower felt less intimidating but no less foreign. This was not his home, not as it had been for all those years.

      “What is it?” Alena asked.

      “Just… memories.”

      “Remember them later. We need to figure out where the Khalan are within the tower.”

      Jasn pulled on spirit, using his sword to augment what he could shape. With the connection, he felt the way that shadows and darkness pulsed against his sword. Surprisingly, it came from below them.

      “Is there a lower level to the tower?” he asked.

      “I didn’t think so, but you and I have both been gone from Atenas for a long time.”

      Help me find a way down.

      You do not need water’s help to find your way down, Child of Water.

      How then?

      Follow the wind. Follow earth. Follow your sense of water.

      Jasn focused on his connection to water, and then on the connection to earth, letting them draw him. As he did, he detected a section of the wall that was different than the others. With a shaping, he pressed against it. It slid open, revealing a stair that led down, and from his connection to the elements, he could tell it went deep below the earth.

      They took the stairs, mostly shaping their way down, and reached a landing far below the ground floor. He glanced over at Alena. “Probably should have told others where we went.”

      She smiled. “Too late now. The draasin will know.”

      He hoped that would be enough.

      The darkness surged against him, and he knew they were getting closer.

      The hall opened into a wide chamber. Inside, shadows swirled. Other than the light blazing from his sword, there was no one.

      Someone moved.

      Jasn shaped, pulling on his shaping, sending spirit through his sword. Light bloomed and revealed a dark figure standing in front of a pillar of stone.

      Alena gasped. “Commander Nolan?”

      Nolan? He’d been the commander before Lachen. Most believed that he had died in the war, but none had found his body. Could he really be here?

      The man looked over at him. He had deep-set eyes and a gaunt face that reminded him of Cheneth before the healing had left him looking more vibrant again. A thick white beard had been combed to a point.

      “Nolan. I haven’t been called that name in many years.” In spite of his haggard appearance, he had a strong voice. “You look familiar.”

      “Alena Lagaro.”

      “Ah… you are familiar. A bold woman, aren’t you? All assumed that you would join the Seat.”

      “I did.”

      Jasn glanced at her. When had she risen to the Seat of the Order? How much had he missed in his time away?

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Finishing what I started.”

      He pointed at her, and shadows streaked from his fingers.

      Jasn jumped forward, sending spirit through his sword, and swiped the shadows away. Alena shaped through her sword as well and somehow managed to reach spirit. The two of them pressed back the shadows he controlled.

      “Interesting. I have long claimed that the Atenas shapers were more competent than they’ve been given credit for. So many have tried to suppress the capabilities, but there are times when that can no longer happen.”

      He stepped away from the pillar and unsheathed a pair of swords. Both had dark blades that reminded Jasn of the one the woman had carried. Darkness oozed from them, flowing into the room and coming toward them.

      Jasn sent spirit through the sword and blocked the first attack, but the second slipped past and struck him.

      Alena screamed.

      Had she been hit?

      Water flushed through him in a healing wave, and he was thankful that he’d wrapped himself in a shaping of it.

      He spun and saw Alena convulsing on the ground. Shadows swirled through her. Jasn aimed a spirit shaping at her, layering it atop her. As it did, the convulsing eased and her eyes opened.

      “Interesting. A new threat. Hyaln, I presume?” Nolan said.

      “Hyaln trained me.” He sliced at the bands of shadow that Nolan sent toward him. As he did, he realized that they weren’t summoned, not as the Khalan’s were. These were shaped. He’d faced something similar with Thenas, but then he’d had Ciara to help. Without her ability to summon, would he be able to suppress this attack?

      “Hyaln is full of fools. I thought to learn from them, but there was little they would teach.”

      “Why do you do this?”

      “Do? I do nothing more than release power into the world that only a select are capable of using. How is that different than what Hyaln advocates for? How is that different than what Atenas claims?”

      “You understand that you release Tenebeth into the world.”

      “I understand far more than you will ever know. This power has been suppressed from us. The elementals have tried to hide the secret to controlling them. So much will change.”

      “No,” Alena said, stabbing him through the back. “It will not.”

      Nolan grunted and stepped into the sword, then twisted. Alena’s eyes widened. “You cannot stop what has been in place for nearly a decade,” he said. “I will show you—”

      Jasn jumped forward, and swung, putting all the strength of his ability to shape behind his attack, using earth and wind and fire and water as he sliced.

      Nolan pressed him back.

      With a flicker of shadows, he disappeared.

      Jasn took a shaky breath. “Time for us to go.”

      Alena nodded, and they turned to the stairs. As they did, Jasn felt shadows surge through the tower in a funnel of power. Were they already too late?
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        Sacrifice will be required for the seals to hold.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Ciara left Cheneth near Hyaln, which was a logical place to begin a gathering of its scattered members. If they could find them all, those who had recently left and those who had been gone for years, he thought that they might have enough strength to counter Khalan.

      She thought it was a fine idea, but there was somewhere that she needed to go first. She wouldn’t have known were it not for Talyn. Ciara had suspected that the draasin communicated, but it became completely clear when Talyn claimed the Wise traveled to Atenas to help others, just as she understood that Jasn Volth must be there as well.

      When she reached Atenas, she felt the presence of the Khalan.

      Talyn took her to a tower, and at first, she thought that she needed to do what she’d done before and create a barrier, but that would prevent entry, and she wasn’t convinced that was the right technique.

      As she landed, a familiar face appeared. “You return,” Eldridge said.

      “I have not been gone.”

      “I hear you might have some way of helping with this attack.”

      Shadows worked through the city, pressing against her. She didn’t need her j’na to detect the way the Khalan attacked, but why would it be pressing up through the tower?

      “There is something that I might be able to do. You’ll need to clear off the tower.”

      Talyn took to the air and circled around over her head. Other draasin flew through the city—the Wise, she suspected—and attacked the shadows, but the tower was the focus of the dark energy. She didn’t know why—and didn’t care to know why. She needed to stop the release of Tenebeth.

      Eldridge shuffled the others off the tower, taking them on a shaping of wind that carried them away and leaving her alone. Ciara tapped her foot, forming the intent within her mind that she needed for this summons to be successful. Was it the same as what she had done at the other tower?

      Reghal, I could use your help.

      You do not need my help, Little Light. You know what must be done. Then you must return.

      He sounded as if his voice came from a great distance, and there was a strain in it from whatever it took for him to withstand the attack on the Khalan island. How much longer would he be able to hold out against the darkness on the island?

      She needed to hurry, and then she would bring help from here to face the full threat of the Khalan. And somehow, they would have to contain the remnants of Tenebeth that had escaped.

      She began moving. Each step was precise and unlike any that she’d done before. The summons would be too complex to form in her mind, at least for the scope that she needed. What she needed to do here was less about sending power around the tower and more about sending it through the tower.

      Ciara brought her hands together.

      Light flashed. She pressed it down, slapping her palms on the top of the tower.

      Thunder rumbled.

      Ciara did the same, and this time, the tower began to tremble.

      She didn’t want to topple the tower but needed to force the shadows out from within.

      Another circle made around the top of the tower and then she brought her hands together, the summons making her hands practically glow. She slapped them against the stone. The tower reverberated with the energy that she summoned.

      Shadows began to ease away.

      Another circle, and when she brought her hands down, she felt resistance.

      An idea came to her, one that she should have considered before. Talyn. Can the draasin assist with this?

      We will try.

      Ciara continued her circle around the tower, each time bringing forth the light, and each time slamming against stone. No longer did the shadows recede. Now it was more about holding steady, resisting whatever effort there was to push up against her.

      She felt it as the draasin began to circle the tower. Flames licked the sides, pressing heat and fire through it.

      Ciara continued her summons. Each time she brought her hands down, she pressed back the resistance a little more, again and again.

      The draasin roared. The sound echoed through the night, their flames so bright that they pushed back the darkness, making it almost appear to be daylight.

      Ciara used that opportunity to attempt more of her summons. Again and again.

      Then it failed.

      With another massive calling to light, she pressed the darkness out of the tower.

      Now she had to seal it. How would she manage to seal off the tower and prevent it from being used against them again? What had she done with the other tower?

      That had been Reghal, not her, hadn’t it?

      Yet, she’d used her j’na. Without that, what could she do that would be similar?

      Ciara took a step. As she dragged her foot, she pressed into the stone. With the intent held in mind, the stone parted, creating the pattern that she imagined. Another step. This time, she dragged again, and the stone parted. Slowly she made a complete pattern.

      Then she slammed her palms against the top of the tower.

      When she did, the pattern burst into light.

      The stone held. The pattern held, maintaining the summons. They had stopped it here.

      Ciara stumbled back to the edge of the wall, fatigue nearly overwhelming her. Her foot reached the edge, and she slipped, tumbling over the wall.

      Her breath caught. Talyn!

      The draasin roared, and she felt it as she streaked toward her, but she wouldn’t be fast enough. The ground raced toward her. A summons formed in her mind, one for wind and earth, but it was stolen from her. The Khalan would take even that.

      Ciara offered a silent prayer—one last time to the Stormbringer—for peace.

      At that moment, regret flooded her. If only she had time to see her father once more. She would have liked to have seen her village again. And she would have liked to speak to Jasn Volth. The surprised her most of all. Though she might be angry at what he had done, that didn’t change who he was now, and that person was not a warrior. He was gentle, caring, both a healer and a seeker of knowledge. And she would never get the chance to apologize to him.

      The ground reached her.

      And she stopped.

      Ciara let out a surprised gasp. She spun, twisted so that she could stand.

      Across from her, holding his blazing sword, was Jasn Volth.

      All the fear that she’d had, all the anger at learning what he’d done to the people of Rens, disappeared. She raced over to him and threw herself into his arms.

      Jasn welcomed her, his warm lips welcoming hers. In spite of the darkness that they suffered through, she felt a flash of warmth—and a moment of peace.
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        It is time to make a choice. I am uncertain I am ready.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      “This doesn’t seem like the right way to go,” Calan told her.

      Jayna shook her head, staring at the sea stretching beneath them, riding atop Olina’s draasin. The creature had snarled as Shade stepped onto his back, but they held him bound and he could not influence the draasin in his current state. They soared over the water in the direction of Valahs that she had determined using spirit on Shade.

      “This is the way that he knows.”

      “I fear that we should not travel alone,” Calan said. “Risking ourselves going to this island with no other support.”

      “There will be others,” Olina said.

      “What others?” Jayna asked. She hadn’t realized that Olina knew of others able—and willing—to help.

      “The Wise have agreed to answer this summons. The riders will come.”

      That would help, but would it be enough? The Wise had talent—they had trained in Hyaln, so there was much knowledge that they possessed—but they didn’t have near the skill that the Enlightened, or the summoners, possessed. If only they had rune masters...

      Shadows began to circle around them. The massive draasin loosed streamers of flame, and the shadows dispersed.

      Perhaps she had been wrong about the benefit of having the draasin with them. If it could press back the shadows like that, then maybe he could be of more use. They risked the Khalan managing a summons, though, and losing the connection to the fire elemental. If the Khalan gained control of the draasin, then any advantage of the Wise would fail.

      “There are others here.”

      Calan pointed to the shore and Jayna was surprised to note that there were others on the ground. The draasin swooped cautiously over them before dropping them to the ground. Olina remained atop the draasin and went back into the air.

      The island had minimal growth. A few spindly trees rose from rock and dry grasses peeked up in tufts, but this was not a vibrant or alive island. Power pulsed against her, and she knew that it must be impressive for her to note it so easily. She saw no structures and no signs of life. Using a shaping of spirit, and then of earth and water, she detected none either.

      What place had the Khalan claimed as home?

      The others here were of Hyaln. Nearly a dozen in all: those who were Enlightened, summoners, and even a few rune masters. One person stood out, a man she had not seen in over a year, but she knew it was because of him that Hyaln had come together once more.

      “Cheneth,” she said.

      He had seemed an older man when she saw him last, and he appeared more youthful now. His skin had a glow about it, one that made him appear a decade younger than she suspected he actually was. All except his eyes. Lines remained around them, and their deep gray carried a wisdom that could not be concealed without shaping.

      “Issa. Or is it Katya?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s Jayna.”

      Cheneth tilted his head and a spirit shaping built from him. She didn’t resist when he layered it upon her. As she noted the strength that he used, she wondered if she would even have been able to resist.

      “I see that it is. A beautiful name, and one that is fitting of a woman of Yala.”

      Jayna took a deep breath. Saying it aloud the first time had been more difficult than she expected.

      “And Calan. I see that she found you.”

      Calan gripped his sword and held tightly to a shaping. Jayna wondered if he might attack. She hadn’t expected that reaction from him, especially after what she’d convinced him of as they had subdued Shade, but would he revolt? Would he want revenge?

      “Cheneth,” Calan spoke through a clenched jaw.

      Jayna used a shaping of spirit and sent it through him. It was only enough to help him relax, and the tension in his shoulders eased, and he took a deep breath.

      “Where are the others of your camp, Cheneth?” Calan asked. “This one,” he said, jerking Shade around and thrusting him in front of Cheneth, “has shown how his kind uses shadows to attack. That was what happened with Thenas, is it not?”

      “Thenas was similar,” Cheneth said. “What the Khalan do is a reflection of that power, but in using it, they release it into the world where it cannot be contained.”

      “You’re a fool,” Shade spat.

      They had relaxed the shaping around his mouth after realizing that he couldn’t breathe when they held it too tightly. So far, he had elected not to speak. Jayna liked it better when he did not.

      “You fear power that we have always been meant to control,” Shade went on.

      Cheneth stepped forward and leaned into Shade, unconcerned that one of the Khalan might attack. When she’d been in the barracks, there had been no sign that Cheneth had significant abilities. Enlightened, but there were many shapers who managed to reach spirit and claimed that they were Enlightened. When she brought her report back to Hyaln, she had done so claiming that Cheneth was not a concern and that all he did was teach shaping to Atenas warriors. Now that she understood it was much more than that, she wondered what else she might have misread about him.

      “You’re right. I fear power, but I have seen the way that power controls when it is free. Perhaps you have managed to maintain control so far, but for how much longer? What happens when the darkness consumes you and you no longer have the control that you believe?”

      “There will never come such a time for one prepared and trained.”

      “The creator knows I hope you’re right,” Cheneth said.

      He turned his back to Shade, looking at Jayna. “You have him bound?”

      She nodded. “He cannot escape.”

      “Good. I fear he might be useful before all of this is done.”

      “Why?”

      “A hunch,” he said.

      Jayna waited for him to explain more, but he didn’t. “What now?”

      “Now we wait for the others to arrive.”

      “What others do you expect other than the Wise?”

      Jayna still marveled at the fact that the Hyaln had not only managed to trap the draasin but that they had managed to control them. She couldn’t imagine the summons that was necessary to control them.

      And then to free them from that summons… If she had any questions about how powerful Ciara could be, that should answer it. A woman like that… it was no wonder that Jasn found himself attracted to her.

      “The Wise should be here any—”

      Thunder rumbled, interrupting Cheneth. It was followed by a series of bright flashes of lightning.

      Jayna waited, thinking that Atenas warriors had arrived—that was a particular favorite way for them to travel—but the lightning continued, followed by more of the rolling thunder.

      Cheneth looked at the sky. “We might not have as much time as I had hoped,” he said in a whisper.

      Shade laughed. “You are all fools risking coming here. The Khal rule Valahs, and the Khalan are more skilled than any of Hyaln—”

      Cheneth waved a hand at him, sealing his mouth with a shaping of wind.

      “We’ve tried that,” Jayna said. “He stops breathing.”

      “He can stop talking for a little bit. If that involves him not breathing, then so be it.”

      “I thought you said that we needed him.”

      Cheneth sighed and waved his hand again. Shade breathed out in a whistle, but not enough to speak.

      The control that Cheneth demonstrated was impressive. Even in Hyaln, he would be considered a skilled shaper. Now she understood how he had managed to teach the Atenas shapers as much as he had. What more could he do?

      Another longer peal of thunder rumbled, almost shaking her to her bones.

      “Cheneth?” she asked.

      “It is time we move.”

      “What of your others?”

      “We have to trust that they will come.”

      Jayna glanced at Calan. “Are you ready to fight?” She still didn’t know if he would fight when it came to it or whether he would wilt under the threat of the Khalan, but he claimed that he wanted to help fight those who had triggered the war between Rens and Ter. She might not be able to give him the exact people responsible, but she could let him have a chance with those who had started the war.

      As if to answer, he unsheathed his great curved sword, one that was different than most in Atenas, and a shaping built from him. He nodded.

      Jayna turned toward the center of the island and noted the way that shadows built there. That was the source of the power. Somehow, they would have to suppress all of what the Khalan could throw at them; she wasn’t sure that they would be able to do it.

      Another rumble of thunder, and this time darkness followed. Shadows, much like what Shade and the others had controlled. They flowed toward them, out from somewhere in the center of the island.

      Drawing on spirit, she raced forward in her attack.
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        Fire is warmth. Water is healing. Wind is breath. Earth is renewal. All are life.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Talyn carried them over the ocean, this time accompanied by a dozen other draasin. Upon each of the draasin rode one of the Wise and others from the city, warriors who had remained and were able to fight.

      Jasn sat behind her. For the first time, he pressed against her, his arms wrapped around her waist. Ciara would have smiled were the circumstances different, but there was nothing to smile about as they raced toward the Khalan fortress—and their possible death.

      Atenas had been secured. Ciara found it strange that it pleased her to have saved Atenas, the heart of the nation that had attacked her people, but then, as much as Jasn Volth had told her that he had changed, she had as well. She had come from Rens, but she was not nya’shin or even ala’shin. Ciara didn’t know what she was. Perhaps Khalan, but not tainted by Tenebeth. If they survived, she would discover what role she would play, but only then.

      “How did you escape the last time?” she asked Jasn.

      “Water carried me,” he said. “A wave pushed me back to the shore, and when I was there, I could sense that Alena needed my help.”

      Ciara looked over at Alena, who rode the hatchling. No longer was the draasin the small creature that Ciara had seen when it first emerged from its shell, the tiny and helpless creature that had required Alena—and Ciara—to survive. Now he had grown to a nearly adult size and somehow seemed to continue growing, even as they flew, almost as if he fed on something that helped increase his size dramatically. Did Alena even recognize that the draasin was larger now than when they had left Atenas?

      Hers was the only draasin that didn’t carry another with him, but that had initially been because he had been too small to support the weight. Now he wouldn’t be. He was nearly the size of Tayln. How large would he be when they reached the island? Large enough that he would actually be of use against Tenebeth. Bonded—and she suspected that he had bonded—he would be less likely to be corrupted by the Khalan summons.

      “Will this be enough?” Jasn asked.

      Ciara didn’t know. They had shapers and draasin and riders, but that might not be enough to defeat the Khalan. They were powerful—almost too powerful.

      “Cheneth planned to call help from Hyaln and those of the barracks,” she said.

      Jasn pressed his lips together and squeezed her waist. “I hope we have enough.”

      They reached the outskirts of shadows surrounding the island. The draasin began to circle, some veering off and to the north while others curled south. The draasin intended to circle the island and use their flames to press the summons inward.

      I don’t know if that will work, Ciara told Talyn.

      That is what Reghal requests.

      Ciara breathed out a relieved sigh. She hadn’t been able to reach him since they left Atenas. The lizard remained on the island, but he would have been in danger the entire time. Once she reached him, she would feel better.

      “You worry for him?” Jasn asked.

      Had he known her thoughts? He’d admitted that he was now Enlightened, so would be able to shape spirit, yet she hadn’t expected him to use the shaping on her.

      “I worry for the elemental,” she said.

      “Cheneth tells me that nobelas is one of the most powerful elementals.”

      “Even nobelas can suffer if Tenebeth is strong enough.”

      Jasn squeezed her again.

      They reached the land. Talyn began breathing flames, pressing against the shadows that crawled here. She didn’t try to disperse them, not as they had tried before. Ciara wanted the shadows and the power of Tenebeth as contained as possible. That would give them their only chance to trap Tenebeth.

      She still didn’t know how they intended to gather the remaining darkness that had been unleashed into the world, but Eldridge claimed he had a plan.

      A building came into view, sitting atop a steep slope. Ciara wasn’t surprised at its shape. A central tower rose from a stout base, climbing into the sky like some dark finger. Tendrils of black haze swirled around it. The energy radiating from it pressed against her awareness, rubbing along her mind like a raw wound.

      She pointed, and Jasn only nodded.

      Talyn angled across the land, cutting first one way and then another. With each pass, she pressed fire and smoke out, sweeping darkness forward. As she did, it thickened, growing denser near the tower itself.

      Other draasin did much the same pattern as Talyn, each forcing the summoned effect of Tenebeth forward. Could it be this easy? Had they already fought the difficult battle when they had faced the Khalan at the tower, and then in Atenas? Would this be a matter of only drawing the shadows together and then sealing them?

      It will not be so easy, Little Light.

      Reghal’s voice in her mind sounded weary. What had he suffered in the time that she’d been gone? Where are you, Reghal?

      Where you must come, Little Light. I will guide you.

      She felt a presence from him, a drawing sense as he called her toward the tower, but she didn’t need him to guide her there to know that they must reach it.

      As she began to think that they would have to do nothing more than suppress the shadows, shapes began to pour out of the tower.

      At first, they came in ones and twos, and then more and more. Dozens. All of them summoning and controlling the shadows.

      Jasn squeezed her around the waist, his entire body tensing. “How are we supposed to fight all of them?” he whispered.

      Ciara didn’t know the answer.

      The ring of draasin roared. Flames spouted from them as one, and Ciara knew the battle had begun in full.
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        If this succeeds, I will bring Hyaln and Atenas along. Rens is a wasteland, and there is no value in their people.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The draasin circled around the tower. Jasn didn’t need to have Ciara or Alena’s connection to know that they were in danger of the Khalan summons. So far, they hadn’t been affected, but how much longer would that be the case? What would happen if the Khalan gained control of the draasin?

      As much as he wanted to stay with Ciara, he knew that was not his place. He couldn’t remain here when the fight was out there.

      As much as he hated it, he needed to be the Wrecker one more time.

      “Watch over me,” he said, “and I’ll watch over you.”

      He kissed her on the cheek, hoping that this would not be the last time, or the last kiss, that he would have with her. The fact that she was willing to be with him at all was a miracle, and he didn’t want to lose her, not as he had lost Katya.

      “Jasn—”

      He shook his head. “I have to fight. That’s what I am.”

      She smiled at him, and he noted that she almost seemed disappointed in him. “You’re not the warrior any longer. Find a different way to fight.”

      “If only there were one,” he said.

      He jumped from the draasin and into the wind, letting a shaping of water form around his feet, the same platform that he had used before. Jasn rode the platform forward, wrapping himself in a shaping of water as he did.

      It troubled him that he would disappoint Ciara so soon, but seeing the Khalan emerge from the tower made clear to him what he needed to do. Jasn Volth, the Wrecker of Rens, would now become the Wrecker of the Khalan. It didn’t have the same ring to it as the other, but then, he might not actually survive this.

      “You survived countless draasin attacks where you should have died,” he told himself.

      That thought strengthened him, but then he remembered that he had nearly died at least twice while facing the Khalan. What made him think that he would survive a third? If not for Ciara, and then for Alena with Oliver, he wouldn’t have survived. The darkness was enough that it pressed through him, defeating the protections of water.

      Maybe the Wrecker really had died.

      Other shapers joined him as they made their way toward the tower. He recognized Ifrit and wondered where she had been, and Calan—could that really be him? There were others, warriors from Atenas given a spirit stick by Alena, who rushed forward, seemingly unmindful of the fact that the Khalan would likely overpower them.

      The draasin swept in front of them all, pushing the shadows forward. When he’d first seen that, Jasn had the same sense that he suspected Ciara had. Could it really be that easy? Would they be able to simply press ahead, force the Khalan to retreat, and give Ciara a chance to place her seal around the tower?

      But then the Khalan had appeared.

      Jasn could feel the strength of their summons. He’d learned from skilled summoners while in Hyaln, but these were summoners who were more like Ciara than like him. They were skilled—powerful—and drew upon the strength of the elementals. Many had other abilities and could shape, or were Enlightened, or released trapped power from rune traps.

      What could simple shapers of Atenas do against that?

      Yet, those shapers came.

      Is there anything that you can do here? he asked of water.

      You can help resist the summons.

      I will do what I can to help you.

      That is not how you will help resist, the water elemental told him.

      I will fight. I will do what I can.

      You are a Child of Water.

      The water elemental had called him that ever since he’d first spoken to them, ever since he understood that water was the reason that he never died. What did it mean for him?

      The warrior is needed. The Wrecker. Will you help?

      You are no longer that man. You are a Child of Water.

      Jasn almost lost control of his shaping. Was water telling him that it wouldn’t heal him?

      No, he didn’t think that was the case. If so, water wouldn’t have saved him in Atenas or when they’d placed the first seal suppressing Tenebeth.

      What then? What did water want of him?

      You are a Child of Water.

      The comment came again, and this time with more force.

      What did it mean for him to be a child of water? He could heal and with enough strength and force to keep others from death? That he was more skilled than the healer guild, not because of his ability with shaping, but because of his connection to the elementals? That through his connection to elementals, others had reached the elementals?

      That was what water wanted of him.

      Would it matter? He had shaped Katya, and then Cheneth, but had not helped them find a connection to the elementals, had he?

      What if he had?

      Just because they didn’t know the connection immediately didn’t mean that they wouldn’t come to know that connection.

      Jasn turned his shaping and veered off toward Calan.

      The large man looked at him, his eyes narrowed. A shaping built, one that flowed from him and through his sword. Jasn quickly surged through water, sending it flooding through Calan. There was no time for a slow healing, no time for anything other than using the force of a wave like the one that he’d ridden into shore. It slammed through Calan, and the large man dropped to the ground, his shaping failing.

      Jasn released the shaping.

      “Volth!” Calan hollered at him.

      “Search for the elementals. Bond to them. Keep the Khalan from summoning.”

      He moved on. There was one of the shapers from Ter. He remembered seeing him as they fought in the streets of Atenas, this man skilled but falling back against the Khalan. He’d fought, even though he could not do much more than protect himself. Jasn slammed a wave of water through him and moved on again.

      He did this over and over, sweeping in a circle as he made his way around the perimeter before realizing that there were others that he could try.

      Jasn reached the draasin and the Wise flying with them. Water swept through them, not only the Wise but also the draasin. Jasn had feared shaping the draasin at first, but water had urged him on, suggesting not only that he could do it, but that he needed to do it.

      He jumped from one draasin and Wise to the next, using water over and over again, his shaping like waves crashing into the beach.

      When he finished, he searched for other shapers that he might have missed. There, standing alone in the middle of the field and staring at the tower, he found one. A powerful shaping built, and Jasn recognized a summons as well, but it was directed at the tower.

      Was this someone of Hyaln?

      The shaping of water slammed into the person before he neared.

      Jasn dropped to the ground, ready to give the same warning that he’d given to others, to try and connect to the elementals and use that to protect them from the summons, when he realized who he had shaped.

      “Lachen.”

      He hadn’t seen his friend in months. A part of him still feared that Lachen might actually serve the Khalan, but Alena claimed that he didn’t and that he helped her. If he had healed one of the Khalan… Jasn didn’t want to think of what might happen because of that.

      Yet, all of this—his ability with water, the fact that he had gone to Hyaln to learn, him learning to be someone other than the Wrecker—was because Lachen had called him to the barracks and had asked him to serve. A tight smile spread across Lachen’s face.

      “Jasn. You have changed, haven’t you? No longer the Wrecker, and, perhaps, no longer the healer.”

      “I’m sorry that I shaped you. We need to reach the elementals and protect them from the Khalan.”

      “You can do that?”

      “My connection to water allows me to reach them. Do you hear anything?”

      He looked up. Some shapers had already begun attacking the Khalan.

      “When I trained in Hyaln, there were rumors of those able to speak to the elementals. I learned to summon, to control them, but I often wondered what it must be like to speak to them.”

      “Lachen! What are you going to do?”

      “Jasn, I intend to do what I have been doing for the past years.”

      “I don’t know what that is. You’re the reason that I went to the barracks. What did you intend?”

      Lachen stared at the Khalan emerging from the tower. “I hoped that I could discover why so many went to train and so few draasin died.” He looked over at Jasn. “I think I did, don’t you?”

      “Did you know?” When Lachen didn’t answer, Jasn pushed. “Did you know about the Khalan?”

      “I discovered what Nolan had planned. He thought to bring me into this plans and attempted to turn me. When I learned, I overthrew him.”

      He said it so casually, yet Jasn had seen how powerful Nolan had been. “How?”

      “He made a mistake thinking that I wouldn’t have the ability to overpower him. And he made a mistake thinking that I was alone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lachen smiled and flicked his eyes to the sky. A massive draasin appeared suddenly. The creature was enormous—much larger than most of the draasin he’d ever seen, and the heat billowing off it so intense that it took Jasn’s breath away.

      “I have bonded for many years, Jasn. That was when I understood that there was more taking place than we ever understood in Atenas, and I realized that we needed to have that understanding.”

      Jasn couldn’t take his eyes off the draasin. “How? How did you hide that?”

      “There are many ways to conceal power,” he said.

      “And my shaping?” Had he damaged Jasn somehow by using water on him?

      “Your shaping… that was refreshing, but I didn’t need it to make a connection to the elementals.” Lachen grabbed his arm and looked him in the eye. For a moment, Jasn saw the friend he once had, the boy he’d chased through the mountains. They’d barely managed to stay out of trouble. They had been brothers then. When Lachen blinked, that image disappeared. “I thought that we might need the Wrecker of Rens in this fight,” Lachen said. “But I think we need what you have become instead. Go, Jasn. Use water as you are meant to. Let me be the Wrecker instead.”

      With that, Lachen streaked to the air and landed atop the enormous draasin. A massive plume of flame jetted from the draasin’s mouth, and they attacked.

      Jasn stood transfixed, watching as Lachen attacked. As he did, he thought that they had a chance, that the combined effort of the draasin, and the shapers, and now led by the commander, gave them a chance to succeed. Maybe his fight was something other than what he had expected, a battle that he would wage with the elementals helping, and not one where he nearly died.

      A shudder rolled across the land and Jasn frowned.

      That sense pressed upon him, a painful sensation, mixed with a heavy drumming sound. Not drumming. Thunder.

      And darkness erupted from the top of the tower.
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        Power begins to build. I can control it.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Ciara circled on Talyn, the great creature catching the wind as she banked, spreading flames beneath her that pushed back the shadows. Jasn had surprised her. She had expected him to race into battle, the same way that he had raced into battle when they’d fought near the tower, but he’d chosen a different path. She could feel the way his shaping washed over those making their way around the tower, power that was something like a wave slamming again and again through the different shapers. And maybe it was. The effect was like a healing, but also an attack, something that suited Jasn better than she could ever have hoped.

      Where was Reghal?

      The lizard was down there somewhere, and he needed her help. That much she could feel. Whatever he battled put a strain on him, leaving him weakened. She feared that if she didn’t reach him in time, he would grow too weak to survive.

      Reghal!

      The call reverberated within her mind and even though he didn’t answer, she felt his response and knew where to find him.

      Ciara guided Talyn, sending the draasin toward the tower. Had she really expected that Reghal would have been anywhere else? He had remained to suppress the darkness while she had gone off for help. Where else would he have been able to face the darkness but near the tower?

      And here she had warned Jasn against being the warrior that he once had been. By racing to the tower, how did she do anything different?

      Where you must come.

      The memory of Reghal’s message stayed with her. Wherever he had gone, she had to follow. In some ways, it was reminiscent of following him through the desert all those months ago. Without him, she would have died of thirst, or from injuries from her fall. Now… now she was no longer powerless and still she followed him, this time because he might die if she did not.

      The tower loomed in front of her. Shapers attacked from either side, the air crackling with energy, and Ciara held an intent in mind, that of fire and light, using this summons as she blasted through the shadows. Hesitance and fear came through the connection with Talyn, but the draasin knew that she needed to succeed. He knew what was at stake.

      Shadows obscured the ground, but she felt the power radiating from the Khalan. This was where she needed to be. Down, she sent to Talyn.

      When she climbed off the draasin, she touched Talyn’s face and leaned into the elemental, now her friend. Go. Fight the shadows.

      Little Light—

      This is where I must be, Talyn. You help the others. Force the shadows into the tower.

      The draasin breathed out a thick plume of smoke and fire. The Mother chose well, Little Light.

      With that, Talyn took to the air and disappeared from view outside the thick fog of shadows.

      Ciara took a step, forming an image of her intent in mind. As she did, she held her arms out rather than bringing her hands together as she had done each time before with this summons. If only she had her j’na, but that sacrifice had been necessary. The seal she’d placed on the tower in Atenas had served much the same role. What would be required here, if she managed to succeed?

      Light began to seep from her fingertips. It was faint at first but grew stronger with every step, and Ciara realized why she didn’t need her j’na. She was the j’na, the spear.

      She tried not to think about what that meant about forming the seal.

      Each step caused her to glow more brightly.

      As she did, the shadows parted, flowing back toward the tower that she couldn’t see—not this close to it, and not with the power the Khalan exuded—but she could feel it, a presence in her mind, one that would overwhelm her if she were to stop moving and stop the summons.

      Another step, and another. Reghal surged in her mind once more, and she knew where to find him. With another two steps, parting the dark with each one, she did.

      Reghal.

      He pushed against her leg and licked her, his tongue soft. He managed much less force than he had before as if staying here in the darkness had taken something from him. In some ways, he seemed smaller too.

      Little Light. You have found me.

      What do we need to do?

      We must create the seal that prevents Tenebeth’s escape.

      The same as before?

      Reghal licked her leg and pushed against her again. Similar, Little Light, but not the same. You must lead this time.

      Ciara swallowed, holding the intent of the summons of light within her mind. It wasn’t a summons that she had ever learned from Shade. From him, she had gained understanding of the summons, and the need to have an intent, and to hold that in mind as the summons was performed. He taught her movements and the way to use those movements as she summoned the various elementals. But he had not known the light. That came from her, from her connection to Reghal. It was something that she didn’t have to be taught; it burned within her.

      I will lead.

      She started forward again, and this time, with Reghal following her, each step brought power forth so that her skin burst with it. She focused on the pattern that she held in her mind, holding the intent solidly there as she worked the summons, letting her body, her being, all of her, serve as the j’na. Every so often, Reghal would nudge her, push her forward with a little more speed, and they made a steady circle around the perimeter of the tower.

      The shadows began to coalesce inside the ring that she created. Even as she did this, she understood that it would not be enough, that simply sealing Tenebeth and the shadows within the tower would not be enough, but this was what she was meant to do. Others would help with the rest. She had to trust that they would.

      Another step, and another.

      Power surged against her, but Ciara was the j’na and light came from within her. She refused to allow the darkness to slip past and refused to allow success to those who would summon it.

      Another step, and the first ring closed.

      Ciara felt it surge and hold.

      They were not done. She didn’t know how many more passes she would have to make but knew that they were not done.

      She allowed herself a moment to look out and see how the battle fared. Talyn was out there, still breathing fire and still pressing back the shadows. The other draasin remained safe, protected somehow by what Jasn had done. Shapers of Ter and those Cheneth had pulled back from Hyaln had joined as well, but they were not enough.

      The summoners of the Khalan overwhelmed them.

      Her summoning—her light—faltered.

      If they failed, then she would fail.

      Reghal licked her leg again, and a wave of relaxation washed over her. You must remain focused on what you can do, Little Light.

      She turned her attention away from the battle. That was not hers to fight. This… this was what she could do to help.

      With another step, light surged once more through her.
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        I must hold onto it. That is the key.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      From where he stood, Jasn could tell that the Khalan were coordinated, much like the warriors of Ter had been when they attacked in Rens, but they pulled on more power, using their summoning as they drew upon multiple elementals all at the same time.

      Most carried spears or staffs, something that would focus their summons, but not all carried a focus. Those were the most dangerous, he knew.

      Ciara had disappeared, and given the way that darkness thickened around the tower, he suspected she had something to do with that.

      Now that he’d done what he could to help the others… now he had to fight.

      Not as the Wrecker, but as the warrior, the summoner, the rune master, and the Enlightened. Perhaps even Wise, with his connection to water. He was all those things.

      And not the Wrecker?

      Wasn’t he the Wrecker as well? That was as much a part of him as the healer and the others.

      He laughed to himself. Since leaving Rens, and since deciding that he no longer wanted to die, he’d been trying to convince himself that he was something other than that person, and struggling. But he didn’t have to be someone else. That was who he was, a part of him, no different than the others.

      Surging forward on water and a summons, he joined the fight.

      When he’d fought before, he’d always used shaping, and then his connection to water, but had never consciously used what he’d learned from Hyaln. This time as he attacked, he sent out a summons, mixing it with the runes held on his sword, adding spirit to lock the summons to him so that the Khalan didn’t disrupt them. Atop all of that, he pressed through his connection to water, letting it sweep out from him in a flood.

      The Khalan he encountered could not withstand the combined attack.

      Jasn moved through the field, flowing on his connection to water, striking down one dark summoner after another. Distantly, he was aware of others nearby, shapers of Ter or those of Hyaln, and even the draasin soaring over head, but he focused only on what he could do and the way that he could use his power.

      The attack brought him near the tower.

      Lachen fought there, facing almost a dozen Khalan by himself. His draasin attempted to help, diving toward the Khalan, but something kept them safe as if the draasin collided with a barrier of darkness.

      Lachen was forced back, pressed toward the tower.

      Sweeping toward him on a shaping of water, Jasn raced toward Lachen.

      With a combination of water and a summons of wind, he added his shaping of spirit, pressing through the runes on his sword, and tore through three of the Khalan before they could react to him. Lachen nodded to him and together, they attacked.

      Others of the Khalan converged.

      “I never thought that I’d get to fight alongside the commander,” Jasn said with a grunt as he struck down one of the Khalan. He’d wrapped himself in water, adding a buffer of spirit, and found that this combination protected him from the dark summons that the Khalan attempted.

      “Reminds me of when we’d hunt together for wolves,” Lachen said.

      Jasn smiled. A dozen, possibly more, Khalan surrounded them. That should be more than he could withstand, but with Lachen at his side, he actually thought that he might be able to take them on.

      Using water, he sent it out in a flood.

      The Khalan’s attempt to block him failed.

      Jasn and Lachen surged forward, both of them attacking at once. Together, they overwhelmed the Khalan, striking them down. Other shapers joined them, but this was a battle only Jasn and Lachen fought.

      Water struck, and Jasn mixed spirit and the stored power from the runes on his sword. The Khalan fell before him.

      Then the fighting eased.

      He looked at Lachen. Sweat poured from him, and the ground around them was littered with fallen Khalan. A few warriors of Ter were there as well, and a man Jasn had seen in Hyaln. So many dead because of this.

      “Jasn—”

      Lachen didn’t get a chance to finish.

      A man wrapped in shadows appeared, a man so dark that Jasn knew he had been corrupted by Tenebeth. It was the same as he’d seen with Thenas.

      Jasn recognized the beard and the deep eyes.

      “Nolan,” Lachen said. “I see that Tenebeth has completely corrupted you.”

      “Corrupted? I control this power, Lachen. You thought that you would prevent me from reaching this potential, but you have failed!”

      Shadows swept toward Lachen.

      Jasn shaped spirit and swiped at them. Lachen did the same, and the shadows dissipated. “Careful, Lachen. I’ve seen shapers like this before.”

      Nolan swiveled his head toward him. “You have seen nothing like me.”

      “No? Tenebeth has claimed others before. What makes you think that you control the darkness rather than the other way around?”

      Nolan strode forward, and tendrils of shadow streaked toward him, attempting to wrap him in bonds of darkness. Jasn swept his sword at them, knocking the shadows back, but he didn’t think that he’d be able to keep Nolan back for too long.

      He needed Ciara. She had been the only way that they had defeated Thenas, but she was busy with whatever it took to suppress the darkness around the tower. Somehow, they would have to do this themselves. But how?

      Nolan swept shadows toward them. This was no longer summoned but shaped.

      Lachen brought his sword up and shaped through it. The sword carried runes much like Jasn’s did, and as he shaped through it, Jasn detected the strands of spirit that he used in the shaping.

      Nolan smirked at him. “Amusing. Do you really think that your attempt with spirit will overwhelm what I control?”

      Jasn shaped through his sword, copying the shaping that Lachen used, pulling power through it that left the runes along the blade glowing. As he did, he unlocked the rune traps in the blade, fully releasing the power that he’d stored.

      Nolan’s smirk faded somewhat.

      Lachen positioned himself to one side of the former commander, leaving Jasn on the other.

      Nolan unsheathed a pair of swords. Darkness streamed from the swords, flooding from them.

      Jasn attacked.

      He darted forward, using water and spirit and every bit of power that he could call upon. Lachen did the same, his movements more controlled and more skilled than anything that Jasn managed. Still, Nolan pressed them back.

      Nolan spun with the shadows, darkness flowing from his swords, twisting in a way that made it nearly impossible to follow. The shadows built around him and stretched away, shaped like extensions of himself.

      They weren’t strong enough, not against a shaper able to use the very darkness against them, not when even Thenas had been too much for them, and this was a man considered the greatest commander who had ever lived, even greater than Lachen.

      A shadow attempted to wrap around Jasn, and he sliced at it, cutting through it with his sword glowing with spirit. Another reached his arm, but he’d shielded himself with water and spirit, and it pressed back. Jasn hazarded a glance at Lachen and realized that he had fallen. One of Nolan’s swords raised to strike.

      Jasn leaped to block.

      His sword crashed into Nolan’s.

      It was the sword the draasin had once licked, one that had challenged him to even place the rune traps along the blade. As his sword caught Nolan’s, the dark commander’s snapped, breaking free.

      Nolan stepped back and tossed it to the side.

      Lachen looked at Jasn’s sword, his eyes going wide. He threw his into the air, tossing it on a shaping. Fire erupted, and there came a flap of wings, wind gusting against them from the powerful draasin that responded, and then his sword dropped back to him, the blade darkened much like Jasn’s had been.

      The commander stood, holding his sword out in front of him.

      Jasn joined him.

      Together they attacked.

      This time, they pressed Nolan back. At first, it was slow, each step a difficult one. But he retreated. As he did, Jasn realized that was what they needed. If they could force Nolan back, they could use the summons that Ciara called and hold Nolan in place. It was even possible they could separate him from Tenebeth.

      “Push him to the tower,” Jasn said to Lachen.

      “Are you sure?”

      “The seal. It can hold him.”

      Lachen didn’t argue and together, they forced Nolan back. Even with only one blade, Nolan was a terror. He used shapings and power to press against them. Had Jasn not had the training that he had, and had he not been wrapped in spirit and water, he doubted that he would have even this much success.

      The barrier practically glowed as they neared it.

      Nolan began fighting with more fury. Shapings slammed against them, and he had to toss them back, pushing and catching as many as he could. Each time he did, he tried twisting them back, using them to attack Nolan.

      But slowly, Nolan began turning.

      Jasn moved to block him, but the former commander was more powerful and more skilled. He fought with shaping, and summons, and with the power of Tenebeth.

      The sword rose, readying to strike. In that instant, Jasn knew that he wouldn’t be fast enough to block.

      Lachen yelled and rushed at Nolan, slamming into him, driving him past the barrier.

      Light flashed.

      Someone yelled again.

      Jasn fell to the ground.

      On the other side of the barrier, Lachen fought Nolan alone.

      They moved with terrible grace. Lachen was a skilled swordsman and summoned enormous power, but Tenebeth had corrupted Nolan, and the strength that he managed was simply too much.

      Lachen fell.

      Nolan’s sword came crashing down.

      Light flashed again.

      When Jasn’s vision cleared, he couldn’t see either on the other side of the barrier.

    

  




    
      
        
          46

        

        

    
    






          Shade

        

      

    
    
      
        
        I have summoned, and the darkness has answered.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      Shade marveled at the power cast around the field outside of Valahs. Were he only free, he would be able to participate, but the damn Enlightened held him trapped, confined in such a way that he couldn’t even perform a summons. That shouldn’t be possible, but there it was.

      Darkness flowed around him. All of the Khalan seemed collected here, battling. The fools of Hyaln and Atenas thought that they would be able to counter the might of the Khalan, but they would see how much they had lost by fearing the strength that could be controlled with the darkness.

      The woman shaped, attacking a pair of Khalan. He hated to admit it, but she was skilled. Many from Hyaln were talented—there was a reason so many trained there—but this still impressed him. When he’d first encountered her, he hadn’t thought her so capable. Something had changed for her, but what was it?

      Shade watched as a pair of shapers reached the base of the tower. He smiled when the Khalan converged, expecting them to fall… but they didn’t. Somehow, they managed to manipulate more power than he would have thought possible. Swords glowed, and Khalan fell before them, littering the hill near the tower. These two men alone would defeat all of the Khalan!

      Shade fought against his binding. If he could only move a finger, he might be able to free himself. With the right summons, he could unravel the shield holding him from shaping, and then he could be free and join the battle.

      As he fought, darkness itself joined the fight.

      Shade stopped fighting and could do nothing more than watch.

      Ghalen—by the double swords, he was sure that it was Ghalen—approached the two shapers and began to fight.

      When he did, it became clear that Ghalen didn’t summon. What he did was something other than summons. Could he actually shape the darkness? Was such a thing possible?

      He thought of what Cheneth claimed, that the darkness would control rather than be controlled. Watching Ghalen fight, he didn’t think that the case. He alone managed to fight back the shapers who had nearly destroyed all of the Khalan alone.

      How had Shade ever thought that he would be strong enough to face Ghalen? How had he ever thought that he might be able to challenge him for rule of the Khal?

      What he saw… that was more power than he’d ever seen.

      As he fought, a finger freed.

      With a quick summons, the rest of his bonds fell.

      The Hyaln Enlightened didn’t seem to recognize that he’d broken free.

      Shade ran, forming a summons as he did. The barrier preventing his shaping held and there was nothing that he could do about that right now, but he could summon, which meant that he could help.

      When he reached the hill sloping up to the tower, he paused.

      Darkness had changed Ghalen.

      The head of the Khal had always been powerful, but he had been in control. That was a cornerstone of the Khalan. Control the elementals, use that control to work on your behalf as you completed a summons.

      Could it be possible that Cheneth had been right? Had even Ghalen been corrupted by the darkness? Could it have assumed control of him?

      It had been years since he had seen Cheneth, and then both of them had gone by different names. Cheneth had been a friend and one who had refused to attempt reaching the darkness when Shade had wanted nothing more than to share what he had learned. He had warned him even then that power like that had consequences, but Shade had refused to listen.

      He hesitated, the summons that he worked faltering.

      The darkness that wrapped Ghalen was terrifying.

      Was this what he was to become?

      He stumbled and started to fall, but a strong grip caught him.

      Shade looked up and saw the Enlightened Cheneth staring at him, holding him easily.

      “That is what you warned me about, isn’t it?” Shade asked.

      Cheneth glanced past him. “That is Tenebeth,” he said in a whisper.

      Tenebeth. “I thought that was a superstition. That is what the Khalan teach.”

      “You think there can be control, but with elemental power, there is never control. Only cooperation. And with Tenebeth, there can be no cooperation.”

      Shade watched as Ghalen was shoved through a strange barrier of light.

      With a shudder, he released the summons that he’d started to form and staggered away from Cheneth.
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        I will destroy Hyaln. I will destroy Atenas. There will be no balance.

        —Ghalen, First of the Khal

        

      

      

      The pattern took on a life of its own. She stepped through it, holding the intent in mind, forming the constant flash of light in her mind. With each circle around the tower, she felt the barrier taking hold. It was nearly complete. She could feel that but didn’t know what would be required to seal it completely.

      A disruption to the barrier nearly stole her focus, but she righted herself and continued. As she moved through the pattern, she realized that two men fought on the other side of the barrier near the tower. One fought with a glowing sword, while the other was surrounded in shadows.

      Tenebeth claimed this other.

      She could help—she knew that she could—but doing so would disrupt what she did.

      Reghal bumped against her legs, pushing her forward.

      Ciara took another step, and another. The barrier held. She moved beyond a visual line of sight of the two men battling as she circled around the base of the tower.

      She hurried through the pattern. This needed to end. They needed to hold the shadows, hold the darkness, and then they would have to determine what to do next. Somehow they still had to call all the shadows back, and they had to trap them. A growing fatigue made her wonder whether she would be able to do anything to trap the shadows once this was done.

      Someone screamed near her. The fight raged close to the spot she would need to access to complete the pattern.

      Reghal. What is next? We have to hold the seal!

      The lizard licked her leg. What comes next is for me to complete, Little Light. You must remain bright, even as I do this.

      Fear started eating at her stomach. Do what?

      Hold your light, Reghal cautioned.

      Hold it for what? she asked.

      Reghal didn’t answer.

      He pressed against her leg again and then licked her. His body began glowing, first softly, and then with increasing intensity, so bright that she couldn’t look at him.

      Hold your light.

      Reghal’s voice echoed in her mind, and she held the pattern. Ciara continued her circle, slowly working around the tower. As she did, she realized Reghal was no longer behind her.

      Reghal?

      The lizard didn’t answer.

      She continued her circuit of the tower. The pattern burned in her mind, and she knew what needed to be done. There wasn’t much left. As she reached the end point of the pattern, the last loop, she stopped.

      Light poured from her skin and trailed across the ground following the pattern that she’d made. It eased toward the tower, rising slowly in something like a shimmery wall. She held the barrier in place, but something was needed to hold it indefinitely.

      Reghal?

      Hold your light.

      The answer came distantly, but she saw where Reghal had disappeared to, the edge he now stood along. The lizard pushed on the tower, rubbing his head along it, and made a slow circuit of the tower. As he did, the light bleeding from his body began to fade.

      Reghal?

      He appeared at her side once more, now faded from what he had been. Lessened.

      He twisted and backed against the wall, and met her eyes. Little Light.

      Reghal.

      Light surged from him again.

      The pattern held and she stumbled back.

      When she managed to catch herself, Reghal was gone. And Ciara understood: this time, Reghal was the seal.
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        Some within the college question the role of spirit. Spirit is understanding and knowledge, but I suspect it is more than that. Spirit is the light in the darkness.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Everything felt empty around her. No charge sizzled in the air. No shapings seemed to echo around her. Even the connection to the elementals had fallen silent.

      For Ciara, that was the worst.

      Reghal was gone. Only the mournful sound of the draasin remained. Ciara wanted to cry out with them, to join the sorrow, but there was nothing that she could say that would share her grief.

      The lizard had sacrificed himself, choosing to form the seal, a barrier that held back the darkness that the Khalan had unleashed. Ciara should have known that it would take something significant to hold the seal, and a part of her had wondered if she might have to be a part of it, but that hadn’t been the case. It had been Reghal.

      He had saved her so many times, and now he had saved everyone.

      “Ciara?”

      She turned slowly and saw Jasn Volth making his way toward her. Dried blood caked his arms and neck, and dirt stained his face, but he lived. At least there was that.

      “Jasn. He’s gone. Reghal is gone.”

      It seemed fitting to share his name now that he was dead. The elementals were protective of them otherwise, but in death, he deserved celebration for his sacrifice. It had to mean something.

      Jasn pulled him into his arms, and she let him. Tears came then, filling her eyes, and she sobbed. She didn’t know how long she cried, but Jasn didn’t move, standing strong for her, holding her, not saying anything, seeming to know that there was nothing that he could say that would make what happened to Reghal better.

      Ciara took a deep breath and stepped back.

      “It holds,” Jasn said.

      “That was his sacrifice. There had to be something to hold the seal, like my j’na at the other tower, or the pattern that I placed in Atenas. For this place, with the power that flowed here, it required a stronger seal.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “He… he has been with me for so long that I don’t know what I’ll do without him.”

      “My friend is gone, too. He’s the reason I left my village all those years ago, and he’s the reason that I finally came from Rens. And now he’s sacrificed himself. Without him, we wouldn’t have defeated Nolan, the shaper consumed by Tenebeth.”

      Ciara took Jasn’s hand. Losing Reghal hurt, but she wasn’t the only one suffering. She had to remember that.

      Jasn looked at the tower, then around the field. Ciara followed his gaze and noted all the dead. “We all have to find answers,” he said to her. “We have to find what we will do now. We have to work together.”

      She formed a slow summons in her mind, finding her light. It came, and she released it, uncertain anymore if it was a summons or a shaping. As she did, she felt the reverberations of shadow against it. “We aren’t done yet. We still have to contain Tenebeth.”

      Jasn turned to her.

      “We’ve stopped those who seek to free the darkness, but now we have to gather what remains,” she said. She didn’t know how they would, but the battle with Tenebeth wouldn’t be over until they did.

      “Eldridge thought he might have some way,” Jasn said.

      Ciara wondered if the scholar had survived the fight. If he had, and if he really knew of some way to suppress Tenebeth, they might succeed.

      She saw him with Cheneth, but it was another man with him who caught her eye.

      Shade.

      As she ran forward, Jasn tried catching her arm. She ignored the questions that he asked. Ciara formed a summons as she ran, ready to slam it into Shade. When she approached, Cheneth stepped in front of her.

      “Move aside,” she said.

      “Ciara—”

      “This is the man who attempted to turn me. He tried to use the shadows on me. Were it not for… were it not for…” She couldn’t say Reghal’s name, not with Shade so close. She swallowed the angry lump in her throat. “He almost succeeded,” she said.

      “I know, Ciara, but we need him.”

      “Need? What of the others he nearly turned? Sinsa and Doln? What of them?”

      Cheneth touched her arm and a wave a relaxation coursed through her.

      She knew he shaped her, but the shaping reminded her of what Reghal had done before sacrificing himself. His last words echoed again in her mind. Hold your light.

      Would Reghal have wanted her to attack Shade? The Khalan were defeated. There was nothing that Shade would be able to do to her now.

      And he might be able to help.

      That was what Cheneth intended.

      “You want to use him, don’t you? You want him to summon the shadows.”

      Cheneth glanced at Jasn and then Eldridge before nodding. “I think that he can. If we gather them, there is something that Eldridge possesses that might work. But we’ll need your help.”

      Ciara released the summoning that she’d called. That wasn’t what Reghal wanted of her. That would not be her holding her light. That would be revenge only. And if Shade could help them summon the shadows, and they could trap them and hold Tenebeth within, she could finally rest and return home. Wherever that was.
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        Spirit is creation.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      As the battle wound down, Alena looked at the ground from her perch atop the hatchling. The draasin was much larger than he’d been even before starting on their journey across the ocean as if he had prepared for the battle by rapidly growing. She didn’t understand how it was possible, and his answer that he “fed on fire” made no sense to her.

      But he had been instrumental in success. With the draasin, they had managed to snap at the Khalan attempting to summon from below, and protected somehow by the shaping that Jasn had placed over her and the draasin.

      She didn’t understand it, but there was much that she didn’t understand.

      A few scattered Khalan remained, but not so many that the other shapers of Ter and the Hyaln that Cheneth had managed to call had trouble dealing with.

      Across the rolling hillside leading up to the tower, so many had fallen. Not only the Khalan, but of Ter and the Hyaln, and even a few Wise with their draasin.

      All for what?

      She patted the hatchling and leaped to the ground, leaving him to circle and watch over her. When she reached the ground, she found Cheneth standing next to one of the Khalan. Another woman was there, and Alena gasped as she realized that it was Issa.

      “You live,” she said.

      Issa nodded. “I am sorry that I had to deceive you. All of you. I thought it was necessary. I thought that Hyaln knew what was necessary.”

      Alena didn’t know what to say to her. She had thought that her training had led to Issa’s death. And then she had thought that Issa had been turned by Tenebeth. Seeing her here, and knowing what they all had gone through… Alena couldn’t hate the woman.

      What did Volth think? He must have learned that Issa—his Katya—lived.

      But she had seen the way that he looked at Ciara and had seen the way the two of them had embraced in Atenas before they started toward Valahs. Either he knew and had decided that he had moved on, or he hadn’t known.

      Alena turned her attention to the tower. Ciara stood there, a glowing light surrounding it, containing the darkness within. Strangely, Alena felt sadness within her, a mournfulness that she didn’t understand. Overhead, the draasin roared at the same time.

      What is it?

      The draasin didn’t answer, but she sensed something had been lost.

      And seeing all those who had died here today, she realized that much had been lost. Would they be able to recover from this? Was there ever a way to come back from it?

      Maybe that was not what was to be. She had changed, Volth had changed. Even the warriors of Atenas had changed, now aware that there was more to shaping than they had ever known. They would learn, they would grow, but they would never be the same.

      “This isn’t over, is it?” she asked aloud.

      Cheneth shook his head. He appeared younger than the last time that she’d seen him, but maybe that was because he didn’t wear his glasses. “The Khalan have fallen, but Tenebeth is not yet contained.”

      Shadows still hung over the island in places, but even they began to dissipate. “Not contained. That means that he will come back? Like what he did with Thenas?”

      Cheneth sighed. “Perhaps.”

      “And Nolan?” she asked. They hadn’t defeated him, and if Nolan appeared… there wasn’t going to be much they would be able to do to stop him.

      “Nolan is defeated,” Cheneth said.

      “How? When he attacked us in Atenas, I think he’d already accomplished what he wanted. How could he be defeated?”

      “A sacrifice,” Cheneth said. His gaze focused on a man making his way toward them, walking slowly, almost limping, but the closer he came, the more the limp disappeared.

      “What kind of sacrifice?”

      “One made for a friend, I think,” Cheneth answered.

      Jasn reached them. His eyes were darkened hollows, shot with red and streaked with blood and dirt. He sheathed his sword and let out a shuddering breath. “Where is Ciara?” he asked.

      Cheneth nodded toward the tower.

      Jasn turned and took to the air on a strange shaping of water.

      “What must we do to stop Tenebeth?” Alena asked. “How will this be over for good?”

      “I don’t think this will ever truly be ended. Tenebeth represents the darkness, the nothingness. We have suppressed part of it now, and we might even manage to suppress all that escaped, but it will come again. All that we can do is prepare and provide instructions to future generations who might face it again.”

      Eldridge landed next to Cheneth and tipped his head.

      “Do you have it?” Cheneth asked.

      Eldridge nodded. “I think I do, but these markings… they are beyond my skill.”

      Eldridge opened a book and showed it to Cheneth. “We need a rune master for these, but none answered the summons. We can take it to Hyaln, but we will lose the advantage. So much remains here that if we can summon it and confine it…”

      “There might be someone who can help,” Issa said.

      Cheneth looked at her. “You? You are Enlightened, not a rune master.”

      “Not me, but when he was in Hyaln, Jasn demonstrated a particular talent with the runes. With everything, really.”

      Cheneth caught Eldridge’s eyes. “We will need someone able to summon it,” Cheneth said. He turned to the Khalan. The man had remained silent while they had spoken. “Will you do this, Shade? Will you help secure this danger before it can claim any others?”

      The Khalan looked at each of them. Alena wondered why he would help, and why Cheneth would trust him, as he finally nodded.
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        Will they ever learn the role of the college in this plan? Many have tried to remain neutral, but there is no neutrality. Some chose to help those of the light, and a few chose to aid the darkness. As in many things, there must be balance.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Following the markings in Eldridge’s book reminded Jasn of working with the rune masters in Hyaln. The patterns found within the scholar’s book were more complicated in some ways than any that Hyaln possessed, but Jasn had a knack for runes. It hadn’t taken long to figure out in which order to place them, and which would be essential to hold the darkness. Now, if it worked.

      “You’re sure this will work?” he asked Lauren. He ran his hands along the massive block, but the size had been important. Often with runes, the size of the canvas used was important. The shape as well, but Jasn didn’t know if the shape was as critical this time.

      The woman had been skittish since Jasn appeared, almost forcing herself to keep her eyes off the fields with the dead. “This has worked with other elementals.”

      He frowned. “This isn’t an elemental we’re trying to capture.”

      “Darkness and light are the oldest of the elementals,” Eldridge said. “You have seen it yourself.”

      He glanced to the man Shade, the Khalan Jasn now knew had been responsible for trapping Ciara and holding her as he tried to turn her… but he had also trained her. Without Shade, so much of what Ciara had accomplished would have failed.

      “Can you summon it here?” he asked Shade.

      The Khalan stared at the block intently. “How is it that you know of this?” he asked Eldridge.

      “The College of Scholars is older than any really know. We collect knowledge,” he said.

      “What is the point of knowledge without power?” Shade asked.

      “Why do you think that knowledge itself isn’t power?” Eldridge asked. “Can you summon it here?”

      Shade began moving his fingers, and the power that built from him grated against Jasn. It was the same power that he’d felt when the Khalan had attacked every time before.

      He readied a shaping, wrapping himself in water and spirit as he had when he’d fought alongside Lachen. He still couldn’t believe that his friend was gone and that Lachen had given himself up to stop Nolan. But Lachen was the commander. In some ways, it made sense that he was the one to have been successful.

      Jasn looked at Ciara, who was making a steady circle around them. She didn’t make any movements to indicate that she performed a summons, but he had learned that with her, they weren’t necessary.

      “You should step behind Ciara,” he whispered to Eldridge.

      The scholar frowned, and looked from Jasn to Shade and then to Ciara. With a nod, he pushed Lauren back, crossing over the invisible line of whatever summons Ciara called.

      “You will stay?” Shade asked.

      “I don’t fear the shadows.”

      Shade tipped his head as he studied Jasn. “I can see that we made a mistake in dismissing Atenas for so long. You control much power, don’t you?”

      “I’ve studied with Atenas, with Cheneth, and with Hyaln, but it is what I’ve learned from the elementals that has taught me the most.”

      Shade watched him a moment more before continuing his summons.

      Slowly, the darkness began to swirl.

      Ciara continued her steady path around the outside of what Shade summoned.

      “This will not call all of the darkness,” Shade said.

      “I don’t think Cheneth expects you to. Not here. There will be other places you must summon, but this will be a start.”

      As Shade continued, the darkness swirled within the confines of Ciara’s barrier. Shade continued his summons, and the darkness crept up his arm. He gasped.

      “This is not…”

      Jasn shaped spirit and sent it through Shade.

      He hadn’t used a shaping like that before and mixed a hint of water with it, not enough to heal as he had with others, but enough that he could try to wash away the effect of the darkness trying to crawl into Shade. If it gained control, Jasn would have no choice but to destroy him, and they needed him for other summons.

      The spirit shaping pressed the darkness away, clearing it from Shade.

      The Khalan sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Keep going,” Jasn urged.

      “It seeks to control me!”

      “Because it is Tenebeth.”

      Shade shook his head, his eyes wide. “It has never done that before.”

      “Because you used it, drawing it to freedom. It must know what we plan and thinks to use you to prevent it. You need to fight it.”

      Shade continued summoning. “You must hold your spirit shaping within me. I felt the shadows retreat when you did.”

      That made sense. Jasn had felt something similar, but hadn’t known if that was what it had been. At Shade’s urging, he added spirit and water, holding the shaping within the man. As he did, a strange connection formed between the two of them. He recognized how Shade wanted to call to the shadows, but how he feared it as well. The man wanted power, but he’d seen something—Nolan, Jasn realized—that scared him.

      With a man like Shade in the world, would they ever be free of the danger from Tenebeth? Would peace mean destroying those like Shade who sought power like this? That wasn’t the kind of peace that Jasn wanted.

      Darkness thickened, and through the shaped connection, he sensed that Shade had drawn as much as he could. It pained him trying to summon any more, and it pained Jasn trying to hold the darkness out of him.

      “Direct it into the stone,” he said to Shade.

      The Khalan shook his head. “It is all I can do to hold it!”

      Jasn looked up, his heart racing. “Ciara?”

      She stepped toward him. Her body glowed, her dark skin now a beautiful white light. She waved her arms around, and it took him a moment to realize that she swept the shadows forward with the motion, pushing them toward the stone. She continued her circle, moving it more and more tightly around them, until she took his hand.

      Light and warmth surged through him.

      Jasn had never experienced anything like that before. Was that what it was like for her all the time with her summons? Did she know this light, this warmth? And now that she had lost the connection to the lizard, is this what she feared?

      Shade gasped, and Jasn realized that she had taken his hand as well. They linked, forming a circle, and light flowed through them. It was warmth, it was power, it was life.

      Ciara took a deep breath, and when she breathed out, she stomped on the stone now in the center of the circle. As she did, the darkness pressed down and into the stone. It fought—through the strange connection they now shared with her, he felt the struggle and the way that the darkness fought—but Ciara held firm, using an intent within her mind. Connected by light or spirit or whatever it was that connected the three of them now, he recognized that she used memories, images of people that she cared about, the life that she cared about.

      Not only people but the draasin and the lizard flashed in her mind.

      The images held firm in spite of the fact that the darkness, that Tenebeth, struggled against her. Jasn could tell that had she chosen a different focus, had it not been something she could hold so tightly in her mind, Tenebeth would have overpowered her.

      One more image flashed in her mind, and through her, into his. It was the memory of their first embrace, the kiss that they’d shared, the hope that there might be something for them if they succeeded.

      Jasn smiled, pressing his shaping of spirit through her.

      As he did, light flashed, surging toward the ground.

      And the darkness disappeared.
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        What have we done? The elemental of light is real! It means the elemental of dark is as well.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      For the first time in months, Rens felt something like home to Ciara. When she’d been here last, there had been no sense of home, no sense of welcome. Only the fear of what had happened to her father and the rest of her people. She might not choose to live in this land, but that didn’t change the fact that this was where she had come from.

      That wasn’t why it felt like home. That came from the hand she held, and the man riding the draasin along with her as they soared above the waste. Jasn said nothing. He didn’t need to. Since they had first sealed the scattered remnants of Tenebeth into the stone on the Island of Valahs, a bond of sorts had formed between them, forged by the spirit that he’d used. Did Jasn even know that his spirit had formed the seal?

      Other seals were completed, and Ciara expected there to be more. Cheneth searched for them, traveling with Shade as he did. It still surprised her that the men had once been friends. More surprising was learning that Shade had been the reason that Cheneth had left Hyaln.

      Something had changed within Shade during that initial seal. He could still summon the darkness, but the compulsion and the appeal had faded. Would it remain gone, or would he always be vulnerable to another attempt at summoning the darkness? She suspected that the reason Cheneth traveled with him.

      Talyn basked in the warmth of the sun, letting it fuel her, a direct connection to fire that the draasin valued. A hole remained within Ciara where Reghal and the connection to him should be, and she doubted that it would ever be filled. There was an absence within her, a longing for his reassurance, that even her connection to Jasn Volth could not replace.

      But without Reghal, they would not have succeeded. It was a reminder that she had to tell herself each time that she thought of him, knowing that he had sacrificed himself for a purpose.

      “Are you certain that you want to do this?” she asked Jasn.

      He wore a light shirt today, one that wouldn’t be nearly as uncomfortable as the thick wool preferred in Atenas, while she wore something reminiscent of an elouf. No veil this time. She would not worry about the veil.

      “You would rather I stay in Atenas?”

      Ciara squeezed his hand. “Alena might need your help.”

      “Alena leads the Seat just fine without my help. There will be time to rebuild the Order later, especially once the remnants of Hyaln join us.”

      That had been somewhat surprising, but then, combining the two made sense. Together, they would be able to watch for evidence that Tenebeth might escape again, and would be better equipped to remain vigilant.

      “You won’t miss the barracks?”

      “The barracks were a necessity of the war. They have served their purpose.”

      Talyn slowed as familiar rock came into view. In spite of everything that she had been through, her heart still quickened as they neared the village.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He kissed her on the cheek, his lips warm. “For what?”

      As Talyn landed, she took a deep breath. “For everything.”

      They climbed down from the draasin and started toward the village. A few villagers emerged from within caves, and they all looked at her as if they didn’t recognize her anymore. It was possible that they didn’t. She had changed. No longer was she nya’shin. Ciara didn’t know if she still could claim Rens. She didn’t know what she was, but she would take the time to discover and to monitor for the darkness.

      But first, it was time her people returned.

      A familiar face emerged from the shadows and Ciara smiled. He looked thinner than the last time she’d seen him, and his eyes more haunted, but that faded as he saw her.

      “Father,” she said.

      Her father smiled, glancing at Jasn and then the draasin, before looking back at her. “Daughter? Why have you returned?”

      Ciara listened for water. There wasn’t enough, not nearly enough for the village. That would change. “It is time.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “For Rens to return.”
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        The seals will fall again. Another must come who can restore them. These records will be for them. Perhaps they will find a way to suppress the darkness permanently. If not, the darkness will escape and destroy creation.

        —Lren Atunal, Cardinal of the College of Scholars

        

      

      

      Eldridge stood inside the empty room, holding a shaper lantern for light and sweeping it around. The room was different than the last time that he’d been here, but that had been years ago when he had still served the college as Bishop. He no longer claimed that title, though others still claimed it for him.

      The castle felt cold, the air damp this close to the sea. Now that most of the Hyaln traveled to Atenas, he suspected that it would remain empty as well. That was best. The scholars would have an easier time monitoring in Atenas than they did in Hyaln.

      Yet, he had to hurry. Jayna intended to return to Hyaln, as did the Wise, though he didn’t know if they planned to open the knowledge for all, or to protect it. Either way, he needed to act quickly.

      He reached the vast library within Hyaln. Countless books were here, volumes that would have to be studied and archived, joined with the rest of the College’s collection. That was not why he had come here.

      Something had troubled him from the very beginning. Why would the college of scholars have records of Tenebeth? The college was nearly a thousand years old, far older than most even knew, and had records from places and from ages most had forgotten, but learning that the college had known of Tenebeth… that they must have known, sent a chill through him.

      He paused at one of the tables. Scorch marks lined the table, burned into shapes that looked like runes. Eldridge traced his fingers over the table, letting out a soft breath as he used his connection to wind to attempt to understand, but it didn’t come.

      A sound in the hall caught his attention.

      Eldridge swept from the library and into the hall and froze. “You. This was all because of you?”

      The older woman shook her head, pulling her deep maroon robe of office around her shoulders. It had been years since Eldridge had stood before one of the cardinals of the College of Scholars, and hadn’t expected to meet one here.

      “This? This is Hyaln, Bishop Eldridge.”

      Eldridge snorted. “I think we can abandon the pretense of that title, don’t you?”

      “What would you be called?”

      “I haven’t decided. Not Bishop. I intervene too much to serve as Bishop.” Even more than the Hyaln, the College of Scholars were meant to observe, to study and learn, but not interfere. That last had been the part that Eldridge struggled with the most.

      “Others have intervened.”

      “Like this? The Cardinals are responsible for Hyaln gaining the knowledge that they did?”

      The cardinal clasped her hands together in front of her. She had a long, thin face and her hair was twisted into a bun atop her head. Steely gray eyes stared at him. “A cardinal. A mistake that has been rectified.”

      Eldridge frowned. “You didn’t know?”

      “The College is not all knowing, Bishop Eldridge. When power began to surge, it was studied. It wasn’t until the Khalan demonstrated their prowess that the depth of the deception was identified.”

      Eldridge pulled the book from his pocket. Lauren had found it and shown it to him, but it was one that he had never seen before, with runes for the elementals that he hadn’t realized the college knew. With it, Lauren had managed to trap elementals. Because of it, they had managed to restore the balance, suppressing Tenebeth once more.

      “How did you learn?”

      The cardinal smiled. “You should know by now that the college has stationed itself everywhere.”

      Something about the way she said it gave him pause. “You? One of the Cardinals left the College?”

      “We needed to understand the Khalan.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      “What we needed to know. And you were given what you needed to know.”

      Eldridge glanced down at the book. He had thought it coincidence that Lauren had known how to trap elementals and how to find the book in Atenas.

      “Lauren?” he asked.

      The cardinal’s face changed, briefly taking on the younger appearance of Lauren before fading. Had he been tricked?

      “When I discovered the deception, I had already been involved. I played some role in bringing the Enlightened Jayna into contact with the Khalan Shade.”

      “You could have stopped this sooner!”

      “My interference was already enough, Bishop Eldridge.”

      “I don’t understand. Why?”

      “Why? You sit high within the College, and you have to ask why?”

      Eldridge slapped the book closed. How much of the destruction could have been avoided had the Cardinals acted sooner? Worse, how much would have been avoided had the Cardinals never allowed the knowledge to get free in the first place?

      “Who was it?” Eldridge asked.

      The woman—Lauren or whatever her real name was—only pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Does it matter?”

      “It matters.”

      “No. All that matters is that balance has been restored.”

      “It should never have been disrupted in the first place!”

      “Perhaps, but we have learned much because of the disruption.”

      “This… this was about learning?”

      The cardinal tilted her head. “Is not everything about learning, Bishop?”

      Eldridge breathed out, frustration coursing through him. It was things like this that had pushed him away from the College in the first place. He might still be a scholar, but he wasn’t the man that he once had been. He was no longer the bishop.

      “What now?” he asked. “Why are you here?”

      She crossed her arms in front of her. “I suspect for many of the same reasons that you are here.”

      “The Hyaln had some record, didn’t they?” he asked.

      She nodded. “The College would prefer to control such knowledge again. I think that it should remain guarded, don’t you?”

      “It doesn’t seem like it matters what I think. I don’t think that the knowledge should have been given to the Hyaln in the first place!”

      “In that, we agree.”

      She started to turn, and a thought came to him. “How did the College acquire the knowledge? How long has the College known about Tenebeth?”

      The cardinal turned to him, her lips pressed into a tight line. “How long?” she repeated. “The college has known since its founding, Bishop. Voidan is the reason that the College even exists. We monitor and prepare.”

      “But do nothing to prevent,” he said.

      “Didn’t we?” she asked. “I trust that you will keep this knowledge to yourself, Bishop? You are always welcome to return. Your intellect makes a fine addition to the College.”

      She studied him a moment more and then turned, striding from the hall, leaving Eldridge standing alone.

      He stood motionless until the sound of her footsteps disappeared, and then he shaped himself back out of the castle, where he found Cheneth waiting, Shade accompanying him.

      “Did you find anything? Records that we must secure?”

      Eldridge thought about the Cardinal and the fact that she would have secured any records long before he would have arrived. She had come to find him, to reveal herself. There was more than he understood, but then, that had always been the case.

      He forced a smile for Cheneth and shook his head. “Nothing that I can find,” he said. “I suspect all records are secured behind the barriers that Ciara placed.”

      Cheneth nodded. “Good. Then we don’t have to fear Tenebeth returning, especially while Atenas remains vigilant.”

      Eldridge kept the smile fixed on his face, wondering when the next time the College would think to study what would happen were Tenebeth released. Would Atenas still be vigilant? Would there be anyone who was?

      That, he decided, would be his task. He would ensure that the Order remained and that warriors were ready. Eldridge would ensure the balance remained intact.
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      The arrival of the mysterious Magi, along with their near invincible guardians, signals a change. For Jakob, apprentice historian and son of a priest longing for adventure, it begins an opportunity.

      When his home is attacked, Jakob ventures out with the his master, traveling alongside the Magi, beginning a journey that will take him far from home and everything he has ever known. As he travels, he gains surprising skill with the sword but begins to develop strange abilities, along with a growing fear that the madness which has claimed so many has come for him.

      With a strange darkness rising in the north, and powers long thought lost beginning to return, the key to survival is discovering the answer to a lost prophecy. Only a few remain with the ability to find it, and they begin to suspect that Jakob has a pivotal role to play.
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