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      The sense of an intrusion burned through Gavin.

      Though it was a faint sense, he was connected to the power around him, so it was all too easy for him to be able to identify that power as it began to build, and to recognize when there was external influence. He braced for it and focused on what he could feel. It was subtle enough that he wasn’t even sure if that was what he was feeling, except for the fact that a burning sense worked through him.

      He paused what he was doing and looked around. Yoran was quiet, or relatively so, and while the middle of the city had a bit more activity, it was not so much that Gavin thought he would have any trouble reaching what he detected. The real challenge, as he saw it, was in identifying just what caught his attention.

      He tapped on the silver enchantment tucked into his ear, which was connected to a thin chain that ran down to another piece situated in his pocket. “I picked up on something,” he said through the enchantment. There were two other people primarily connected to it, and those were the ones he hoped to reach. He was less concerned about Anna, but the El’aras woman known as the Shard might have heard something as well, though Gavin didn’t know.

      He started toward what he detected, waiting for another sense of it, but nothing came. As he focused on it, Gavin continued to move quickly, trying to determine if there was something he could feel—perhaps something that might push on him the same way the initial sensation did.

      “Don’t do anything foolish,” Gaspar said through the enchantment. It surprised Gavin that Gaspar would be the first one to pipe up, though maybe it shouldn’t.

      Wrenlow was busy, focused on hunting through the new library they had found, and likely was preoccupied with all the books. He had not yet returned to Yoran, and in that space, there was no way of reaching him. The act of transferring to that realm seemed to sever the magic of the communication enchantment. Gavin had been trying to find a way to reconnect it so they wouldn’t have to be cut off from one another, as he did worry about the possibility of something else appearing inside the library, but they had not found anything so far.

      He stopped next to a tall, spindly bells tree, its razor-sharp leaves glittering in the sunlight. He stayed close to it, but not so close as to risk shredding his clothing. He didn’t have to worry about his body, since he fortified it with his own core reserves, and he also had enchantments that gave him stone skin, but he didn’t need to keep buying new clothes just because of where he walked.

      “I’m just at the edge of the city,” Gavin said. “I don’t know what it is I felt, but there was an intrusion.”

      “Is it him?”

      Him. Tenender.

      Gavin didn’t think Tenender had escaped the prison realm he had been sent to, but he wouldn’t put it past the man to figure out some way. The only way Gavin had repelled him was by using knowledge gifted to him by the bralinath trees—knowledge that still lingered in his head, though he could not reach it as easily as he wished. There were times when he felt the knowledge bloom in the back of his mind, and then it would begin to fade and disappear, as if the bralinath trees were trying to withdraw what they had given him.

      “Even if he escaped, I doubt he would’ve come here,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar went quiet for a few moments. “If you need anything, boy, let me know.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Imogen is showing me a few things.”

      Gavin smiled inwardly. “Be careful with her. If she tries to get you to spar with her, I would imagine it’s a trap.”

      “Oh, I don’t think I could ever keep up with her when she has a blade. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try something else.”

      He thought maybe Gaspar would explain what he meant, but he didn’t. Gavin decided not to push it, especially given that Gaspar tended to be a bit sensitive about such things.

      He walked through an older part of the city, hand near the hilt of his blade. Some of the buildings had been made by the El’aras, ancient enough that the buildings themselves had changed over the years, along with the ownership. The stone had started to crumble and crack, but the feel of this place remained the same. Gavin wasn’t sure if that was tied to something in the building’s construction, or to the fact that no one spent much time here.

      As he moved, he began to feel another intrusion. This time, it was a burst of magical connection.

      He whipped out his blade, and he darted toward what he felt.

      He had placed his own protective enchantments around the city, though he had not needed to be involved in setting up most of the defenses. There were plenty of others, and the constables were certainly capable of protecting themselves and the city. They did not need Gavin to offer his skills, though he felt as if he needed to do something. He still felt like Yoran was his city, in a certain sense. Something he had never felt before.

      And now…

      Now a series of his own enchantments was scattered throughout Yoran and around it. They were all linked to him so that when they were disrupted, he would feel it and know if there was danger. It was the only way he would feel reassured about leaving, which he had to do from time to time, both to help with the archives that had been discovered and to continue his search for what Tenender had been after.

      This time, the burst of power was unusual, and he didn’t know for certain what it was. It didn’t strike him as something coming from a sorcerer. Then again, his experience with the Society had shifted, and Gavin no longer saw them as the same threat he once did. They were still dangerous, he knew, but not quite as much as they had been. More than that, he had connections within the Society that he had not had before. He suspected that offered him some protections, but he had not had the need to test it, and did not know if he could fully trust all the Society sorcerers he had encountered. The only one he thought he could trust was Char, and that was because of his connection to Jayna, who he had not seen in quite some time.

      Another burst. This one seemed to come from the other side of the building. Gavin crept forward, holding his blade and readying his core reserves. If there was going to be an attack, he would be ready.

      Then he stopped in his tracks.

      A short, squat man dressed in dark blue waited for him just around one of the buildings.

      “Davel,” Gavin said, hurriedly slipping his sword back into its sheath. “What are you doing out here?”

      Davel Chan regarded him for a long moment. Not only did he have on the dark blue uniform of the constables, but he had a series of enchantments woven into the fabric that Gavin could easily identify, though he guessed that Davel thought them hidden. He also had on a necklace and several rings, and if Gavin was right, he had bracelets worked up his wrist as well.

      “Figured I could test how quick you responded.”

      The head of the constables crouched down, scuffing at the ground with his fingers, but he didn’t reach in and remove the enchantment Gavin had placed.

      “Was this your way of determining if I was willing or capable of helping?”

      “Yes,” Davel said.

      He laughed. “I didn’t think I still deserved that at this point, especially given how much I’ve been willing to assist the city without being tested.”

      Davel stood and straightened, and he looked toward the city before turning back to Gavin. “It isn’t so much testing you. If we were facing some of the earlier issues we were dealing with, there would be no need to do so, but increasingly, what we’ve seen has suggested there’s a different kind of threat we aren’t fully capable of dealing with on our own. And I just want to make sure you’re paying attention.”

      Gavin snorted. “If you think that’s necessary. There are others that have placed their protections here as well.”

      “You mean Zella?” Davel nodded. “I’ve been trying to coordinate with her to see if she’d be willing to help with some of the more complicated protections, but she’s mostly concerned about building up the fortifications around her fortress.”

      “And that bothers you.”

      “Of course it bothers me,” Davel said. “This city needs to be defended. For whatever reason, this place ends up being at the heart of all sorts of evil. We need to defend it.”

      Gavin strode forward, reaching the edge of the ring of enchantments that looped around the entire city. From where he stood, he could make out several other patrolling constables, and more importantly, he could feel the enchantments, which created a layer of power that neutralized any sort of magical energy that might pass through. They had placed those long ago, and the protections had been mostly effective, though not entirely. “Well, I still think you and the enchanters need to work on your relationship.”

      Davel snickered. “Relationship. We have nothing of the sort. We work together for the same good, and that’s the city. If they don’t understand that, then I can’t help them.”

      Gavin looked over and saw his frustration, but he wasn’t sure that made any sense. Given what he knew of Davel Chan, and what he knew of the mistreatment the enchanters had dealt with over the years, he would’ve expected Davel to identify his role in all that and not act quite like this. Maybe he was frustrated. Or maybe it was simply what he said.

      The city had changed under the man’s watch. Some of it was because of Gavin—well, much of it was because of him—but not all of it was bad. Gavin had helped secure the enchanters a place in the city, but he had done more than that. Magic, which had been banned at one point, was welcome again. Then again, the constables had not always shied away from magic. They had used it while creating the perception that they did not care about it.

      If that was all it was, then perhaps it wouldn’t even be an issue, but it was also the increasing presence of outsiders to the city. First, there were the El’aras—who, Gavin would argue, were not truly outsiders, but merely returning to a place they had once occupied—and then later the Leier and the rest of Imogen’s people. Increasingly, though, more and more people were coming to Yoran, and it had grown crowded. Some were drawn to magic, which the city now had much of, and others were drawn to the protections they perceived Yoran to offer.

      “What’s really bothering you?” Gavin asked.

      “All of this,” Davel said. “We’re at the edge of the city, trying to keep everybody safe, but…” He turned and waved his hand toward the city. “Have you noticed how much busier it is?”

      “I have.”

      “We keep moving the border of enchantments. Typically, we move it to the south, but lately we’ve been moving it to the east, and some to the west, though most people don’t want to get too far into the forest. Not that I can blame them.”

      “You’re concerned about the effort involved?”

      “Not exactly. It’s work, of course, but necessary work in order to offer protections. I also can’t deny that the newer groups that have joined us have had a hand in all of it.” He shuffled away from Gavin, and he crouched down to examine a boulder. “Take this, for example. Your friend Imogen’s people placed this. It’s different than what the enchanters use. The kind of magic involved in it is unique, and from what those who are with the constabulary have told me, it’s perhaps even more potent, though maybe less specific.”

      “What kind of enchantment is it?” Gavin asked, suddenly curious. He hadn’t even noticed that the boulder was an enchantment. Most of the time, when he felt that sort of thing, he was able to identify when an object was an enchantment and when it was not. This one didn’t radiate any specific sense to him like the others had, so he was left thinking that perhaps there was a different kind of magic within it.

      “I can’t say. It’s not my area of expertise,” Davel said. “I had others studying it, but all I’ve been told by the young woman named Rayenna is that it will help defend to the city.” He grunted and straightened. “There are several dozen of these around Yoran. Rocks, but… not rocks.”

      “And?” Gavin was having a hard time understanding what was bothering the man, especially if he believed that the protections were placed the way he was saying. There had to be something more to this, though Gavin often found Davel to be irritable, typically without good explanation.

      “And I don’t know how to coordinate them,” Davel grumbled.

      Gavin started to smile, and when Davel looked over to him, he cut it off, deciding it was probably for the best that he not antagonize him. “Just because you aren’t in control of those protections doesn’t mean they’re any less effective. If it’s a matter of trying to coordinate them, you should do what you claimed you were going to do: Gather the leaders of each faction, and make sure everybody is working together.”

      That had been the intent before, and Gavin had thought they were already doing so, but as far as he knew, nothing had ever come of that. He didn’t know if it was because of the constables or something else, but regardless, the groups had gradually grown more distant and more isolated, and each faction had their own priorities.

      Which, if Gavin admitted it to himself, Davel was in the right. If they could coordinate all of them, then it would be far easier for everybody to offer the protections they needed to defend the city, which was what they all wanted.

      The existing enchantments would protect against sorcery, enchanters, and even Sul’toral—though as far as Gavin had been able to tell, the Sul’toral had been removed as a threat. But the problem was that they wouldn’t defend against this new magic. Or, perhaps more appropriately, this old magic. Without having any real means of coordinating with the others and protecting against the new threat, Gavin wasn’t sure they would be able to suppress it if Tenender were to return.

      “I’ve been trying,” Davel said. “But with your new discovery, the El’aras are predisposed. Imogen is not here, so her people have remained isolated. And getting the enchanters to do anything when you haven’t shown any interest has been difficult.”

      Gavin frowned at him. “So you need my help to organize them all?”

      “As much as it pains me to say it, they do see you as something of a figurehead.” Davel drew himself up and shifted one of the bracelets on his wrist. It flared with a bit of power, though Gavin wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe strength or stone skin, something to help Davel feel stronger. “You’re going to be needed here, Chain Breaker. That’s what I wanted to call you out here to discuss.”

      “I have quite a few things I’m involved in now.”

      “Do you think I don’t know that? You disappear from the city, taking that dragon of yours.”

      He waved toward the sky as if to motion to the dragon that was out there, though Gavin didn’t think Davel could see the dragon. For that matter, Gavin couldn’t even see it. He could feel it, though. A connection deep within him had linked him to the dragon, and that connection had not changed or faded over time. Rather, it had grown stronger.

      “That dragon makes it clear to everyone every time you leave.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?” Davel turned to him. “When you first came here, you were little more than a scoundrel.”

      “I’m still a scoundrel,” Gavin said.

      “But you never acted like it. Not the way I would’ve expected. You have always worked for the greater good.” It sounded like it hurt Davel to admit that, which made Gavin smile. “So regardless of whatever role I’ve assigned myself, and that the others have given to me, I have to acknowledge the part you now play and the influence you have here. I have to ask that you participate.” He watched Gavin intently. “Will you participate in ensuring the coordination of Yoran’s protectors?”

      “Yes,” Gavin said. It was an easy response. He had always wanted to protect the city, but more so as he had come to feel like it was home to him. “I don’t know that I’m exactly what you think me to be, or what the others want me to be, but I’ll be part of whatever’s necessary for us to defend against what we’ve been dealing with. Will that work for you?”

      Davel frowned for a moment, then he nodded. “Good enough. And it’s probably better that you be involved, as I’m guessing you’re the only one who really understands all the defenses that have been placed around the city. And throughout it,” he said, looking back toward Yoran. “Everyone knows about whatever they’ve placed, but they don’t always know what the other factions have done. In order for us to fully protect ourselves, we’re going to need to ensure that there’s a level of organization here.”

      “You set it up, and I’ll be there.”

      “Tomorrow. That’s when it will begin.”

      “I’ll have to check my calendar, make sure I don’t have any other meetings, but…” Gavin grinned when he saw the man’s irritation. “I will be there, Chan.”

      Davel held his gaze for a moment, and then he walked away and started to work his way along the perimeter of the city. He stopped every so often, leaned down, and touched something. Gavin couldn’t tell if it was an enchantment or some other protection, only that there was an item that drew his interest, and then he moved on.

      Gavin tapped on the enchantment in his ear. “I don’t suppose you heard any of that,” he said to Gaspar.

      “I heard some,” Gaspar admitted.

      Gavin hadn’t turned off the enchantment. When he had felt the sense of magic, he hadn’t known if there was something dangerous, so he’d wanted to make sure his team was available to him if necessary. Given what Davel had said, Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if he had done the right thing by keeping Gaspar in the loop so he didn’t have to explain it to him later.

      “What do you think?” Gavin asked.

      “I think it probably isn’t going to matter. Nothing that anybody has placed here is going to make a damn bit of difference if we don’t figure out what this Tenender can do and the kind of power he intends to summon, right?”

      Gavin continued to watch Davel’s patrol. “That’s my fear.”

      “So we can coordinate, and we can organize, but if we can’t stop him and others like him, any protection you might place around the city is going to be moot.” Gaspar was alluding to the danger they had both agreed was likely when it came to Tenender. They also assumed there had to be more with the man’s knowledge and power that they were going to have to confront.

      “Unless we can figure out what he’s doing, and we can use that same knowledge against him.”

      “Which is why we have the kid looking,” Gaspar said.

      “I just hope he and the others figure it out quickly.”

      “Agree. Now, are you going to stay out there, or are you coming back to the city?”

      “I might try to make sense of the various enchantments that are here so I can be prepared for this meeting tomorrow. I don’t know that I really want to be this person Davel thinks I’m supposed to be, but…”

      “But you can’t think of anybody better.”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “You know, when you first came here, I thought you were a selfish ass. There are times when you still are, but you seem to be growing up, boy.”

      “And you seem to be getting older,” Gavin said.

      “See? There you go. You take a nice moment between us, and you ruin it.”

      He snickered. “If we’re going to coordinate the different factions, I’m going to need you with me at the meeting. I might be the Chain Breaker, but you said it yourself. I’m a selfish ass, and I need somebody who can help navigate the various layers that exist.”

      “I think you’d be surprised by what you can do,” Gaspar said. “But I will be there.”

      “Good. Now I’m going to harass Davel a little bit, test his boundaries, and see if he can pick up on anything I’m doing.”

      “Don’t irritate him too much. He’s got enough going on.”

      “You’re defending him?”

      “I know. You’re not the only one who’s growing up.”
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      Gavin had walked the complete perimeter of the city but hadn’t detected anything more than the hundreds of enchantments that ringed it. Many of them—most, probably—had been made by enchanters, but some were not typical enchantments that any of the enchanters working with Zella would’ve been able to make. Quite a few had a different texture to them. There weren’t just the boulders Davel had identified, though those were part of the protections. Those boulders had an element of magic that Gavin was tempted to break through so he could determine who and what was responsible for them, but he wasn’t sure he even needed to. Davel had alluded to the fact that it was somebody named Rayenna working with Imogen. Gavin could simply go to Imogen to find out more, but he was also curious if he might be able to identify the information he wanted on his own.

      There were other powers around the city, though. Some of them were obvious to him, as he had begun to feel the distinctive draw of what were most likely El’aras enchantments. It had surprised him when he first felt them, despite him knowing it probably should not, since he knew Anna was involved in trying to ensure the city was safe. But there was another kind of power he had begun to feel—one he did not have a good answer for as to what it was, until he made a steady circuit and recognized traces of a different kind of magic he had felt only a few times. But never in quite this way.

      It was Imogen and her sacred patterns.

      He hadn’t known that she had the ability to hold the sacred patterns like this and use them as a way of creating enchantments. He had to admit marveling at her potential.

      It was even more reason for him to feel as if there might be more power than what he understood in the world, but then again, Gavin already knew that.

      By the time he had finished his circuit, night had fallen. A darkened shape circled overhead, which had been getting closer for quite some time. He thought it was his paper dragon—though not so much paper any longer—when he realized that wasn’t the case.

      It was a raven, but not one he was connected to.

      “Where are you, Alana?” he called.

      A soft giggle came from behind him, and he turned. Alana stood in the shadows near one of the outer buildings. The hood of her cloak covered her hair, and she had grown taller in the last month or so. She was starting to look more like a young woman than a child.

      “How long have you been following me?” he asked.

      “It’s taken you long enough to notice.”

      “How?”

      “You’ve been busy, Chain Breaker,” she said, and she flicked her gaze up to the raven in the sky. “It’s easy to follow you if you don’t look up.”

      “So now I need to be looking up?”

      “Only if you want to see, silly. But yes. You never know what’s up there staring down at you.”

      “Most of the time, I have my own enchantments in the air, offering me some protection as I’m working,” he said. “I’ve also been relying on my ability to detect other power.”

      “Maybe that was a mistake.”

      “Maybe it was,” he agreed. “Anyway, you care to tell me why you’ve been following me?”

      “I just wanted to see what you were doing, Gavin. What are you doing?”

      “I’m testing the city’s protections.”

      “Are we under attack?”

      She didn’t sound scared, which surprised him. Then again, Alana was young, and for much of her remembered life, Yoran had been far different than it had been for others. She probably had only known times when she could use her magic and didn’t have to fear exposing the fact that she was an enchantress to others.

      “We aren’t under attack,” he said, “but there are dangers in the world. Power that I’m still trying to understand.”

      “Like what you dealt with before. And I know there’s danger. That’s why I came here.”

      He frowned at her. She never spoke about what had brought her to Yoran, though he knew she must have been through something significant prior to coming to the city.

      “How do you know what I’ve been dealing with?” he asked.

      “Well, I listen to Zella. She doesn’t know I’m there, sort of like you.”

      “Maybe I should let her know.”

      “I would just find another way to hide. Or maybe use another enchantment to hide.” She glanced up, and then grabbed the raven as it swooped down. This one was made of paper, but it was a different kind of paper than Gavin had seen before. The material looked black, though he had no idea what kind of black paper she would have found to use. “Anyway, you don’t want to do that, because you want to know what she might’ve heard.”

      “And what did she hear?”

      “Nothing exciting. She was talking about you leaving, and disappearing, and then coming back with something new.” Alana wrinkled her brow and ran her fingers along the surface of the paper raven, forcing it to fold ever smaller.

      Gavin always marveled at how her ravens and other enchantments expanded as large as they did. He had tried to puzzle it out from the folding of the paper, to make sense of just what it was that she did to create those enchantments, but he had not been able to figure it out. That was a source of irritation for him. He would’ve thought that by now he would have pieced it together. Her talent was unlike anything he’d ever seen before because of the way she folded the paper, but his magic seemed to link to it and augment it in a way that made the enchantments become something more.

      Gavin stepped into the ring of power around the city, suddenly aware of Alana in a way he had not been previously. She had been almost an absence to him, but now he could feel it.

      “There’s a different kind of danger that we’ve been dealing with,” he told her. “A dangerous man. He’s hoping to free an old power, and we don’t know what he wants to use it for, but usually those who seek power want to use it to control others.”

      “You don’t, do you?”

      “I would tell you that I don’t, but maybe others would tell you otherwise.” He shrugged. “But I’ve never chased power for the sake of itself. I’ve just sort of stumbled into it. The only thing I’ve ever really tried to actively chase was knowledge of my fighting patterns.”

      “Always in fights,” she said, shaking her head. “There are a couple of boys that have moved into the fortress, and they like to fight too. Maybe not as much as you, but they definitely like to.”

      “I was young when I first started learning,” Gavin said. “And I was good at it. I had a mind for it, sort of like you with your enchantments. Some things just come naturally to some people.”

      “But you could learn even if you didn’t have a natural ability, couldn’t you?”

      “Are you asking because you want to learn to fight?”

      “Well…” Alana frowned. “I don’t know that it would be so bad. That way if Trevor or Hal come to bother me, I could just smack them in the nose.” She mimed a punch and looked up at Gavin with a grin on her face. “You could teach me that, couldn’t you?”

      “I could teach you. Knowing you, you probably have a quick mind for it.”

      “I don’t want to train like you had to train to become the Chain Breaker,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “I just want to make sure they don’t bug me.”

      “You know, there are other ways you can accomplish the same thing without learning to fight.”

      “Everybody has to fight, Gavin.”

      It was such a mature thing for her to say, but then again, Alana had always been more mature than most.

      He nodded. “Everybody has to fight. I wish it were otherwise. But if somebody comes and threatens your home or those you care about, you have to make a choice. You either run and hide, or you fight back.”

      “I don’t think you’d ever run and hide.”

      “I wasn’t trained to.”

      “Should I?”

      “You still have a lot of growing to do,” Gavin said, “and you still have a lot you can offer. If it comes down to a choice of staying or leaving, I think you need to hide. Let others protect you. When you get bigger and stronger and more experienced—”

      She cut him off with a laugh. “That sounds like another way of saying smarter.”

      “Well, it’s not really smarter,” he said. “It really is just being more experienced. You strike me as a pretty smart young lady.”

      “And you strike me as a pretty smart old man.”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “Anyway. Take your time and become the person you’re supposed to be. That’s why I fight.”

      “For me?”

      “Well, yes. For you. For others like you who need a chance to see what they can do and become, and for those who may not have your ability. There are quite a few people in the city here”—Gavin waved his hand around him—“who have no connection to magic. Quite a few who still don’t even like it, and yet I would do everything I can to protect them, because it protects this place.”

      “Maybe you could leave Trevor and Hal to fight on their own,” Alana said.

      He chuckled. “Shouldn’t you be getting back, anyway?”

      “Maybe I should. The birds were telling me you were out here, and I haven’t seen you in a while, and I wanted to say hello. I’ve missed you, Gavin.”

      He laughed again. “Maybe I’ve been spending too much time away from the city.”

      “It’s probably important, isn’t it?”

      “If this man we’re dealing with decides to attack, then it might be important, yes. We have to learn what he’s doing and how he did it, and figure out a way to stop him.”

      “That’s why you’ve been walking around the city. I’ve put my own enchantments out here. Most of them are small, and I don’t know if they’re going to do anything, but I want to try. When I watched Mekel come through and leave all sorts of things around, I thought I needed to try. He wasn’t the only one, though. There were quite a few people from the fortress that walked around here. I’ve watched.”

      An idea came to Gavin, and he thought about what he might need with this meeting Davel wanted him for. “Have you watched anyone else?”

      “I suppose I might have,” she said, looking over to him and frowning. “I don’t know if I want to tell you. I don’t want you to be upset with me.”

      “Not upset,” he said. “Definitely not upset. I think you watching might actually help.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, maybe I was keeping an eye on things. The birds like to talk.” Alana flicked her gaze up. Nestled in one of the nearby bells trees was a small paper enchantment that Gavin hadn’t seen during his patrols before. He laughed again, shaking his head.

      “You’re really going to be a challenge for Zella,” he said.

      “I hope I already am.”

      “I’m curious if you’ve seen any of the El’aras placing enchantments.”

      “I’ve seen them come through here,” she said, “but they don’t stop long enough for me to think they’re doing much. Unless you think they can place an enchantment quickly enough that I wouldn’t even notice.” She watched him, and he had the sense that she was trying to determine whether there were enchantments he knew about that she wouldn’t be able to see, though it seemed there might be something more to it than just that. Maybe she was trying to feel out more information so she could be better prepared for anything else they might encounter.

      “My own ability with enchantments is quite different than most of the El’aras,” he said. “Unfortunately, I don’t know how to place them the same way they do. If I did, I would share it with you.”

      “Would you really?” she asked.

      “Of course I would. I figure that any knowledge you have that you might be able to help me with would be beneficial.” He smiled at her. “Much like I was hoping you might be willing to help me.”

      “I’ve already told you that I’m willing to help you, Gavin. You don’t have to worry about whether I’m going to. I want you to do whatever you need to protect the city.”

      He smiled. “I appreciate it. And I don’t know what else to tell you about enchantments. At least, not when it comes to El’aras making them. My own technique for them is different than others, from what I’ve understood. I can make different enchantments, but it involves adding a bit of myself to what I intend to enchant, and doing so doesn’t always work the way it seems to for sorcerers.”

      The bird up in the tree suddenly descended, dropping onto Alana’s shoulder. It was small, little more than a songbird, but it looked at Gavin as if it were doing so with intensity in its eyes. He found himself marveling at the uniqueness of the enchantment, as he often did when it came to Alana and what she showed him.

      “It’s not just the El’aras that have been coming through here,” she said, “but I’m not sure there’s anything more I can help you with. I can keep an eye out, and if I see anything we might be able to learn from, I’ll make a point of sending word to you.” She looked over to the songbird on her shoulder. “So if you see one of my friends coming toward you, I hope you don’t do anything to harm it.”

      “I won’t,” he said.

      She peered up again, and this time Gavin realized there were other birds in the tree. Not only that, but as he looked along the perimeter of the city, he saw that there were birds in other places, including situated on top of buildings.

      He laughed softly. “It seems you’re watching more than you’re letting on.”

      “Well, sometimes I just want to keep an eye on things. Nobody wants me around, but I thought I could figure out whether anything’s happening so I can be part of it.”

      “The next time I see Zella, I’m going to have words with her. She’s not taking full advantage of you and your gifts.”

      She shook her head quickly. “Don’t do that. I don’t need her thinking that I’m trying to do something I’m not supposed to. I have enough trouble with her as it is.”

      “Trouble with Zella?”

      “She’s worried about me.” Alana said it as if it were a bad thing for someone to be concerned about her well-being. “But she doesn’t like it when I try to explore on my own. She thinks she needs to protect me.”

      Gavin chuckled. “You know, having somebody who’s invested in making sure you develop and progress the way you’re supposed to, all while not doing anything that will harm you, is a good thing. I know it doesn’t always feel that way, and I know you’ll sometimes chafe at her mothering, but she does care. She does it in her own way, but she cares.”

      “Is that what your mother was like?” she asked.

      “I don’t have many memories of my mother.”

      “That has to be hard.”

      “Maybe if I were to think about it, but really, I’ve never known her, so I’ve never really known what I’ve missed.”

      “If she’s anything like Zella tries to be, then you aren’t missing much.” She smiled, and he shook his head. “Anyway, maybe I should be kinder to her. She did give me the nicest room in the fortress.”

      “She did?”

      “She doesn’t think it is, but I’ve decorated it, and there are access points in it that aren’t available other places. I don’t think she knows that.”

      Gavin laughed again. Leave it to Alana to find hidden hallways within the fortress. He knew that such places existed in that building, as he had spent his own share of time there. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that if anybody had found something like that, it would be her. She tended to be precocious, sometimes to the point of being a danger to herself, but it was that precociousness that he actually appreciated about her. It was probably going to help her the most as she continued to grow.

      “Just be careful,” he said. “I spent a little time in the fortress before the enchanters moved in, and there’s no telling what sort of dangers are there.”

      “Dangers?” Her eyes sparkled at the idea. “I wouldn’t mind seeing some.”

      “Oh. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “You mean there’s more for me to explore?”

      “Well, there might be, but again, I don’t want to get into any trouble with Zella, especially not from telling you something like that. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything at all.”

      “Or maybe you should come join me, and we can explore the different hidden hallways together.”

      “That could be fun,” Gavin said.

      He had already learned that there were access tunnels beneath the fortress that led not only throughout the building itself but outside the city. Something like that could be useful for him. Depending on what he needed to reach, he might want to have a place where he could slip in and out unnoticed.

      It would be something more to discuss with Zella. Otherwise, when Gavin traveled, he did so with his dragon, which often drew far more attention than he wanted.

      “Anyway,” he said, “I’m going to—”

      “Gavin?”

      The voice came from a buzz in his pocket, and it was different than his usual enchantments. He pulled out the marker, frowned at it for a moment, and examined it more closely. The small piece of stone had a symbol on it, and the enchantment was a different kind of communication device than he used with Wrenlow and Gaspar, but then that enchantment had been El’aras made. He had purchased this one from the dular in Nelar, and it allowed him to speak to Telluminder.

      “I’m here,” Gavin said.

      “Good,” Telluminder said. “I have news I need to share with you.”

      “Good news?”

      “If I’m reaching out to you, do you think it’s going to be good news?”

      “I don’t know. We have to figure out what’s going on inside the library in Ishan, after all, so I thought it might be.”

      Telluminder was quiet for a moment. “Not good news. I need you to come here.”

      “I will, Telluminder” Gavin said. He slipped the coin back into his pocket, and he looked over to Alana. “Apparently, it’s time for me to go.”

      “Who is that? I don’t remember you talking to somebody by that name before.”

      “He’s a strange little man who lives in Nelar.”

      “But that’s so far away.”

      “It is,” he agreed.

      “How are you able to talk to him from so far away?”

      “The enchantment. This one will let me speak to people at greater distances, though I’m still trying to figure out how to let it reach places that might be even more difficult.”

      He tapped on the enchantment he wore in his ear, tracing his finger along it. He had been testing whether he could push enough power into it to uncover new answers about the device and the power within it. So far, Gavin had been unsuccessful, despite all his trials to reach Wrenlow when he was in the hidden library archive. There was something about that space that cut off his ability to communicate, which made Gavin uncomfortable. He knew the place was safe and that Wrenlow wasn’t alone inside, but without access to considerable power, there was always the potential for danger—especially if Tenender decided to come at them.

      “I haven’t even considered trying to get them to talk,” she said, looking up at her bird. “Maybe that’s what I need to be working on.” She grinned, almost to herself. “I keep thinking of new ways I can work with them. But I don’t have the experience that so many others do.”

      Gavin laughed, and he waved his hand. “I think you might be underestimating what you’re capable of. You certainly have enough talent. I’m sure you can figure out some way to get your enchantments to speak. Given what I’ve seen of you and your enchantments, it’s likely to be a different technique than others use. Which isn’t a bad thing.” He frowned as he studied her bird. “In fact, there might be something you could help me with.”

      “With enchantments? I told you I’m happy to provide you with as many as you want.”

      “This one’s a little different. If you do figure out some way to get your enchantments to communicate, I could use that help.” He had little doubt that if Alana tried something, she would succeed at it, especially considering everything he had seen from her. “I’m not sure if what I’m looking for is even going to work, but I need some way to communicate across great distances.” He would start with that. If she managed to create an enchantment that worked, then maybe he could add his own element to it to help.

      “I can see what I might be able to come up with. Besides, I like the idea of making something that can talk to its friends.” She tapped on the enchantment on her shoulder, and it flew up into the tree, where it perched once again and looked out, away from the city.

      Gavin couldn’t help but wonder how many of her enchantments stared outward like that, and how many looked in toward the city itself.

      Somebody like Alana, with the kind of enchantments she made and the power she possessed, could be helpful—more so than just what he had asked her for in the past. She had always been a helper who had made some of the enchantments he used, and that had been beneficial for him, but he couldn’t help but feel as if there might be something more she could do…

      If she had control over her enchantments and the ability to observe through them, he could think of many different ways that could be used.

      “Are you going?” she asked.

      “I guess I am,” Gavin said. “I was lost in thought there for a little while. Anyway, I’ll visit with you soon.”

      “I hope so. I think you have a friend coming now.”

      He looked up and saw his dragon approaching from the north. “How did you—”

      Gavin glanced over, and Alana was gone.

      He had thought that when he took over the enchantments, the connection she shared with them disappeared, but obviously that wasn’t the case. How many of the enchantments he used still maintained a connection to her? That meant she continued to have some sort of hold over them. It didn’t bother him because he trusted Alana, but he did wonder if anything might end up harming her if he wasn’t careful.

      None of that mattered at this point. He focused on the dragon, and when it landed, he climbed onto its back and headed to Nelar.
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      The street in this part of Nelar was quiet. Gavin had grown accustomed to moving through various places, but this one felt a bit different. Surprisingly, he found it a little off-putting. Maybe it was just the feel of the city. There was an energy here, something that struck him as almost calm, in a strange sort of way. Not only that, but there was another sense that he felt: power, but an unusual kind.

      He paused as he made his way down the street, running his hand along the glowing moss that was here. It added an odor in the air, leaving a lingering foulness he could feel.

      He continued on until he reached Telluminder’s shop, where he slowed and looked around him. There was never much foot traffic in this part of the city. That had always struck Gavin as odd, making him think that this area was meant to be ignored, but he never really knew. He still didn’t know much about Telluminder, though he wanted to learn more about the man and his connections.

      He grabbed the handle of the shop’s door, pulled it open, and froze.

      Something was wrong.

      Every instinct in Gavin screamed at him, warning him that something didn’t feel quite right. He reached for his sword, but in the close confines of the small shop, he didn’t think the sword would be of much use. Instead, he focused on his core reserves.

      “Telluminder?” Gavin said, keeping his voice pitched carefully. If there was nothing wrong, then he was only overreacting.

      There was no response.

      The times when he had visited Telluminder in the shop had been infrequent. The man had not always been accessible, but he had never been missing either. This was his shop, after all, and he seemed to value it significantly.

      Gavin walked inside and slipped down a row of shelves, sweeping his gaze through the shop. Everything had a hazy glow hanging over it. Some of it had to be from enchanted light, but he did not know how much of it was. He didn’t have any sense of magic as he moved, which he figured he would detect if there was anything here. But as he reached the end of the shelf, a glittering light near the ground caught his eye.

      Within the shop were all sorts of items and devices of power, so having something catch his eye wasn’t terribly uncommon, especially since he had seen similar enchantments all throughout. But this one felt different. This one radiated a sense of energy he couldn’t quite place. Within that energy, Gavin began to notice more power building.

      “Telluminder?” he said again.

      He reached the counter that blocked access to the back of the shop.

      There was still no sign of the man, only the undercurrent of eeriness that was here. He knew to be careful as he continued to look around, wondering if perhaps he had misinterpreted something.

      He didn’t think so, though. Telluminder had called him here, and Gavin hadn’t delayed that long. If something had happened to the man, wouldn’t he have said to find him somewhere else? Or if Gavin wasn’t supposed to go to the shop, then Telluminder would’ve mentioned that as well.

      Gavin focused on his core reserves and shifted them within himself. He did so in a way that allowed him to gain strength and increase his reflexes, and he even augmented his eyesight. That last one was an aspect of his core reserves he rarely needed, but in this case, he thought he should use it to identify the kind of power he was feeling. When he did, he saw another flash near the ground.

      That was odd. Now there were two different flashes.

      A shuffling sound from the back of the shop caught his attention.

      Gavin looked up. “Telluminder. It’s good that—”

      He cut off. It wasn’t him.

      A man dressed in all gray moved toward him. A series of markings along his simple shirt were reminiscent of what he had seen from Tenender, as well as what he had seen in the other library. The man held Gavin’s eyes for a moment, and then he touched one of the marks on his jacket.

      Gavin began to feel a distinct sense of energy. He didn’t know who this man was, but he wasn’t supposed to be in Telluminder’s shop, and certainly wasn’t supposed to be behind his counter.

      Gavin jumped at him, pushing up and springing over the counter, landing in a roll behind him. He swept his leg toward the man’s midsection, driving his heel into his leg. When he struck it, Gavin felt as if he were striking a boulder.

      The man barely moved.

      Were those markings on his jacket enchantments?

      It was an interesting use of them, and one he had not considered before. Maybe he should have asked the enchanters to enchant his clothing, but then again, that would only be beneficial if he wore the same clothing every day.

      He pushed those thoughts aside and focused on his core reserves, drawing that power up from within.

      The man slithered toward him. He moved quickly, almost impossibly so, which forced Gavin to leap and pin himself up in the air between the counter and the wall, barely avoiding a hit. He dropped to his feet and brought his palm forward in a rapid strike, lashing toward the man’s throat.

      At least that had some impact. The man took a slight step back and regarded Gavin with an odd expression.

      “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be here,” Gavin said. “But I will give you the benefit of the doubt. If you tell me what you did to Telluminder, you don’t have to die.”

      The man gave him an amused sneer. He drove both hands forward, one after another, which forced Gavin to block. Then Gavin dropped, bringing his fist into the man’s stomach. He was prepared for the pain he knew would come with his punch, fortifying his fist using his core reserves, strengthening bone and muscle, and thinking he would have to drive his hit through the man and his enchantments in order to knock him back.

      The strike forced the man back two steps.

      Gavin had pushed everything he could into his attack, and it had only pushed his opponent back a few steps? What kind of enchantments did he have?

      It was more than Gavin thought.

      What he needed was power he didn’t possess.

      He flipped over the counter and landed on the other side, then raced through Telluminder’s shop. His gaze swept along the shelves until he found an enchantment he had seen before—a large metallic item with markings on its surface. Telluminder had warned him it was powerful and potent, and more so than Gavin could use.

      He ignored the fact that Telluminder wasn’t here, and he grabbed the enchantment off the shelf. It was warm to the touch, and slippery as well. He placed it onto his arm like a shield and pushed a bit of his core reserves into it to activate it.

      A bubble of power exploded, and it slammed outward. The shelves on either side of him began to rock , as if they were going to tumble and force the contents to spill everywhere.

      Maybe Telluminder was right, and the power in that enchantment was more than Gavin could control. At this point, though, he didn’t think he cared. The only thing that mattered was pushing back this attacker and figuring out what he was after—and where Telluminder had gone.

      He strode forward, ignoring the rocking of the shelves around him, until he reached the counter, where the man waited for him.

      “I was warned about you,” the man said. His voice was raspy, rough, and uniquely accented. Gavin had never heard anything quite like it before, and it left him unsettled. It was almost as if the man’s speaking voice was turning into some sort of enchantment. Maybe Gavin needed to drive his fist into his throat and crush it so he couldn’t speak his enchantments.

      “Well, I guess we’re at an impasse, as I wasn’t warned about you at all,” Gavin said. “Maybe nobody likes you. Or maybe nobody is all that concerned about you.”

      The man smiled tightly. “I do not doubt it.”

      “Really? That’s disappointing. I would figure that somebody like yourself, with such skill, would want to demonstrate that for others.”

      “There is nothing that needs to be demonstrated. I am nobody.”

      The man brought his fist forward in a flat strike, knifing his hand toward the shielded barricade that Gavin had erected around him. The strike hit the enchantment, and for a moment, he thought it was going to hold. But then he could feel something within that enchantment begin to flutter, and he recognized that whatever this man had done had caused the enchantment to falter. Gavin was forced to shift more of his core reserves out of himself and into that enchantment, into that protection, to fortify it.

      The man continued to slide his fist forward.

      Then something struck Gavin from the side.

      He hadn’t even been paying attention to the fact that there might be somebody else in the shop. The strike was similar to the one knifing through his protection, and it worked at another angle.

      Knowing he had been surprised once, Gavin fortified the enchantment, and then began to focus his attention on checking to see whether there was anyone else here.

      Another blast caught him from behind.

      At least he had been anticipating that one, so when it struck, he’d already managed to brace himself. He was drawing on his core reserves, pushing that power out.

      “Three of you for just me? I’m guessing three nobodies,” Gavin said, looking at the others. He couldn’t see them very well because they were standing in the shadows, but as far as he could tell, they were dressed in the same plain gray clothing as the first man, and probably had the same symbols on their shirts.

      They had power, though. And the way they had targeted him and attacked with intensity had driven that blast into Gavin’s barricade, enough so that he could scarcely hold on to it.

      At least, he could scarcely do so with his connection to his core reserves, but that wasn’t all he had access to.

      They seemed to want him to use something more. Gavin suspected that these attackers were working with Tenender, or perhaps they were the ones who had sent him originally. He knew that Tenender was interested in the bralinath power, primarily to try to take it and corrupt it. Gavin had to be careful that he didn’t pull that power out of himself and risk endangering it.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure he could limit himself. At least, not easily.

      He didn’t always have access to his core reserves, and often reached for the magic of the bralinath trees to augment himself, but he wished at times that he had an additional ability to use. He focused on that now, letting the bralinath power fill him.

      No knowledge came with it this time, though occasionally, Gavin felt as if the power he drew granted him different knowledge and powers. It seemed as if the bralinath trees decided what and when they gave him their gift. For whatever reason, he did not receive the knowledge he wanted this time.

      “I guess it’s time to stop playing around,” Gavin said.

      “We haven’t begun,” replied the man in front of him.

      Was he the leader? At this point, Gavin didn’t know, yet he found himself incredibly curious.

      “Good. Because if we haven’t started, then maybe I can begin.”

      He pushed the power of the bralinath trees into his protective enchantment. A bloom of energy filled it, creating a rippling wave that ballooned outward.

      The man in front of him was pushed back, though the other two were not. Gavin turned, using the enchantment like a shield, and then bulged even more power out from himself.

      The dark-haired man across from him managed to brace himself and repel most of the attempt.

      Gavin needed to draw even more power from the bralinath trees. Could he do that?

      He focused, thinking about the connection he had to them and to the past. The bralinath trees wanted to gift him that energy, but something felt as if it were fighting him.

      Could they somehow counter it?

      If they were, then there was the possibility that they might be able to overpower it, so Gavin began to try something different. Rather than channeling all that power the way he had been, he started to add some of his core reserves to the enchantment. That had worked before, and when he had done it in the past, he had felt the power mix together.

      Gavin had to find even more power within himself now, and he had to find some way to use it, but he wasn’t sure if he could hold on to what he had already summoned as well as he needed to. He continued to feel that energy, letting that build within him, and then the combination of the two exploded.

      It didn’t just ripple outward and slam into the three attackers.

      It rippled outward and destroyed the entire shop.

      Daylight streamed down from the crack in the ceiling where Gavin had blasted outward. Some of the roof shattered and crumbled, falling down to the ground. He tried to brace himself, and realized he was still pushing out the bralinath power combined with his core reserves through the enchantment.

      He wondered if there was a danger in doing so. He could feel that some aspect of that power was causing him a problem, but there was also something else he needed to try. He thought he might be able to push power outward, though something was draining him.

      He focused on his core reserves, protecting himself as the shelves, the items, and the stone around him all crumbled, burying him. He used his core reserves to create a thickened skin and protections that would buffer him from any harm. As he did, he began to feel some aspect of that trying to squeeze down on him in. He tried something different. When he did, he felt the power blasting through him from the bralinath trees, shielding him.

      While channeling the trees, he worried that power might be siphoned from him, but it did not seem to be, thankfully. Instead, the building settled around him. Gavin lay there for a moment, then tried to shift the boulders nearby. Gradually, he managed to move some of the shelves, the stone from the ceiling, and everything that had collapsed around him, until he freed himself.

      And then he nearly sent a blast of power outward when a face appeared.

      He relaxed when he realized it was Telluminder looming above him.

      “What did you do to my shop?”
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      Gavin sat on a pile of debris, looking around him. The shattered remains of the enchantment he had worn like a shield still lingered on his arm, so he pulled that free and set it in the rubble.

      Telluminder picked it up, held it up to the light for a moment, then tossed it to the side. “Wasted,” he said, shaking his head. “All of this is wasted.”

      “Well, I thought something had happened to you, and I was trying to find you, and then I had to defend against the three attackers that were here. I don’t know who they are or who they’re with, but…”

      Gavin got to his feet and straightened. He tried to feel if there was any power around him, but he could not detect anything. There was no evidence of the attackers. Either they had been crushed under the rubble, meaning he would have to search through it, or they had managed to escape.

      It amazed him that no one nearby had come to check on the sudden explosion of power. Magic was commonly found in a city like this, so he supposed that could explain it, but he was still surprised that nobody bothered to see what had happened.

      He hesitated channeling too much of the bralinath power, not wanting it to be corrupted.

      Telluminder scoffed. “I felt their coming, and I sequestered myself. I was in no danger.”

      “You’re welcome,” Gavin said.

      “Welcome? They would not have been able to reach me.”

      “What do you mean they wouldn’t have been able to reach you?”

      “I was not in any real danger.”

      “Even though these attackers”—Gavin hesitated to call them men, as he wasn’t sure they were all men—“seem to be drawing on the same knowledge Tenender used?”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      Telluminder’s entire demeanor had suddenly shifted. He stood across from him, looking more intense than Gavin would have expected. He was less like a friendly shop owner and more like a man demanding answers. In some ways, he reminded Gavin of Tristan when he had been training with him.

      Gavin leaned back. “I’m not sure they were connected to Tenender, only that they wore jackets covered in the same sort of symbols Tenender had. Almost like they were enchanted, but I didn’t have the same feeling that they were, if that makes any sense.”

      “I suppose it does,” Telluminder said. “And your experiences are not necessarily unique. It is, however, unfortunate.”

      Gavin tested his core reserves and made sure he could still reach for other aspects of his power. “You know something? The way you reacted suggests you know something about them.”

      “I’m not sure I know anything about them, in particular, but I suspect something about them. Perhaps that is just as dangerous.”

      Telluminder began to make his way through the ruins of his shop, climbing over the debris. He had to pause to shuffle some rock out of the way before moving on and picking his way forward. He seemed to be searching for different enchantments that remained.

      As Gavin watched him, he couldn’t help but feel bad for him. This was a person—or being, since Gavin wasn’t even sure he was a person—who had lost everything. He didn’t know how valuable the enchantments were, but he had a suspicion about what they could do for Telluminder.

      “Can I help you collect anything?” Gavin asked.

      Telluminder crouched down. He pushed one of the piles of rock to the side, exposing an area of stone and debris. “Everything can be salvaged. Enchantments do not break just because they’ve been buried, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I can help you sift through this.”

      “I’m afraid you will probably not have the time you believe you do.” He gathered a few of the enchantments and shoved them into his pouch. He ignored Gavin as he continued to move through the debris, almost as if he was looking for something specific and knew where it would have ended up. He paused from time to time, frowning at the ground, before walking onward.

      “You were saying?”

      Telluminder looked up. “I was saying nothing, but perhaps I should have been saying something. Before I do, I’m curious if you might be able to identify any of the markings you saw on their jackets.”

      Gavin shrugged. “Tenender seemed to have some of those same markings.”

      “Anything distinctive?” Telluminder asked, his gaze carrying far more intensity than before. “Anything at all that you might recognize would be helpful.”

      “Well, given that I was dealing with an ongoing battle, I wasn’t really paying a whole lot of attention to much else.”

      Telluminder slipped closer to him. “You must have seen something. Any markings.”

      “Like I said, they had plenty of them on their jackets.”

      The man shook his head irritably. “Not there. Those would’ve been for whatever power they were trying to hold. I’m wondering if you saw any others. Jewelry. Tattoos. Brands—”

      “Brands?” Gavin asked, frowning as he looked at Telluminder. “Why would you ask about that?”

      “Did you see something?”

      “The first attacker had a scar on his neck.”

      “A scar.”

      “Well, you were asking about markings, so I thought perhaps that was tied to it. I don’t know with any certainty, but perhaps that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “It could just be a scar,” Telluminder said. “But there’s a possibility that there’s something else to it.” He pursed his lips. “Can you recall what it looked like?”

      Gavin thought for a moment. “I remember the scar had a shape like this.” He bent over and began to make an etching in the dirt next to him: two parallel lines, with an angulated line worked through them that looped around the entire thing.

      “How sure are you?”

      Gavin smirked at him. “When I see something, I remember it. That’s part of my training. I was taught to identify everything quickly and easily so I can remember anyone who might pose a danger to me in the future.”

      Telluminder tapped on his chin. “If what you remember is as you saw it, then we are perhaps in more danger than I realize.”

      “More than you realize?” Gavin laughed. “And just when did you begin to realize we’re in danger?”

      “I called you here, didn’t I?”

      “You did, but to be honest, I’m not exactly sure why. It doesn’t seem like you’re all that interested in sharing with me what you needed.”

      Telluminder grabbed a few more items and slipped them into his satchel, then looked back at Gavin. “Do you always worry this much?”

      “I didn’t realize I was worrying, but if that’s what I’m doing, then it’s a matter of concern over the kinds of things I’ve been dealing with lately, and recognizing the threats that exist in the world, along with my role in them.”

      Telluminder snorted. “I had received word about something that concerned my scholarly network, and I thought you might be able to investigate, but now… Now I’m starting to worry about the possibility that an ancient order has become active yet again.”

      Gavin was getting tired of the way Telluminder spoke to him—or didn’t speak to him, as the case was. “You call me here telling me you had something in mind for me. I need to know what it is and how I might be able to help. If you aren’t willing to share that with me, I’ll get increasingly upset, and—”

      Telluminder raised his hand. “I apologize. I’m not used to working with people so forthright.”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      Telluminder tipped his head slightly to the side, making Gavin wonder how he managed to keep his head stable. He was a funny-looking man, with bushy hair and thick eyebrows. He came up to Gavin’s navel, and his head seemed to make up much of his size. He was dressed like any other shop owner in Nelar, but there was something intriguing about him and the way he looked.

      “Yes,” Telluminder said, “but I don’t know where Jayna has disappeared to.”

      “I imagine she’s off doing whatever she feels is necessary for her to…”

      Gavin trailed off, realizing he wasn’t even sure what she would be doing. He hadn’t seen her for quite some time. Previously, she had been concerned about the Sul’toral. Now that they were no longer a threat—at least no longer a threat like they had been—he didn’t think she would need to be doing much of anything. Where had she disappeared to?

      “I’m sure we can figure out what happened to her,” Gavin finished.

      “Oh, I have no doubt she’s doing something on behalf of the Ashara, but it also puts her in danger. Jayna doesn’t always see danger the same way other people do, and she’ll often put herself in situations she should not be in.” He blinked. “I suspect she is much like you in that case.”

      Gavin shrugged. “Maybe she is. So if she were around, would you even bother calling me?”

      “Well, I would undoubtedly call you, but I would also involve her, as her particular skill set is such that it might be beneficial.”

      “Thanks, I guess?”

      “No. You see an insult in what should not be. I merely say that she is powerful, a bit hotheaded, and a little impulsive, but she always does the right thing. And in that regard, I do not doubt her intentions.”

      “You care about her.”

      “It’s not like that,” Telluminder said with a wave of his hand.

      “I didn’t say it was like anything.” Gavin smirked at Telluminder’s obvious irritation. He found it almost too amusing to ignore. “Anyway, you were mentioning something.”

      “The mark you had identified.”

      “I didn’t identify it quite so well.”

      Gavin looked down at the ground where he had etched the symbol into the dirt, which had stayed intact. A light breeze wafted through, stirring some of the other dust and debris, but it didn’t seem to touch that. That left him wondering if there was some hidden power within the marking that lingered. If so, perhaps it was too dangerous to leave in such a fashion. He didn’t want to draw power in any way that would harm him or anyone with him. But he also felt like he needed to better understand what was going on, and whether there was anything here that he might be able to uncover.

      “The mark is, as I told you, a symbol of an ancient order of power.” Telluminder glanced down, and his gaze lingered on what Gavin had drawn. “We have found records of them over the years, though nothing suggests they are still active. In fact, many of us who study such things believe that the order has faded into the darkness of time, gone altogether.”

      “And now?”

      “I do not know. I didn’t think they existed any longer, and the fact that there was someone with a brand that marked them in such a way makes me worried, Gavin.”

      “Why would it make you worried?”

      “I’ve been trying to make sense of what we have encountered recently—the kinds of things we’ve seen, and the kind of power that has been around here. Not only in what Tenender had been doing, but also in what we’ve been running into lately.”

      “The Sul’toral—”

      “No,” Telluminder said, shaking his head. “I know we’ve been focused on them. Or, at least, you and the others who have been working with you have been. But the Sul’toral are only one aspect of the different types of power in this world, as you have undoubtedly learned.”

      “I understand what the Sul’toral are. Or were.”

      And Gavin understood what kind of power the Sul’toral had been after. They had been chasing a kind they should not have, but they had also bound a power they should not have been able to, fragmenting it over time until they had corrupted it, turning it into something different. It was part of the reason there had been the belief in dark magic and Sarenoth for as long as there had been. Sarenoth was not a dark power, no differently than Porapeth magic was. It was just that Sarenoth had been destroyed, his power taken and corrupted in a similar way the dark sorcerers had taken and corrupted power over the years.

      “Do you think the Sul’toral are the only entities in the world seeking domination?” Telluminder said.

      The way he asked the question suggested that Gavin truly didn’t know anything about what he believed. Here he had been dealing with dangerous threats, but those threats had all been tied to a different sort of magic—either that of the sorcerers, the Society, the Sul’toral, and even the El’aras at times. He had not gone looking beyond, though he wondered if perhaps he should have. Finding Tenender had proven to him that there was another kind of power that existed, and there was somebody out there who wanted to it for himself. But Tenender wanted to do more than just chase power—he wanted to use it to hurt others. And feeling what they’d tried to do with the nihilar…

      Gavin looked over to Telluminder. “I know there are other powers in the world. And I know there are others that are seeking to harm.”

      “The bigger concern has been where Tenender gained the knowledge he did.”

      Telluminder shook his head as he looked around the pile of debris, before seeming to notice something he was after. He hurried over to it, shifting the stone and then slipping the item into his pouch. He continued to shuffle forward, and at one point, he paused in front of a boulder and tried to lift it, but could not. Gavin gave him a gentle push to the side, and then he focused on his core reserves. He sent a blast of power and energy out of himself, cracking the stone.

      When Telluminder regarded him for a long moment, Gavin shrugged and said, “I might’ve been called the Chain Breaker, but sometimes I’m the Stone Breaker.”

      Telluminder surprised him by laughing. “I suppose you do have your uses. As I was saying, Tenender was part of the college of scholars. He should not—and would not—have gained the level of information and knowledge he demonstrated having through the college of scholars. Everything that we learn, we share with one another, meaning we would have known what he knew, so for him to have been able to do what he had done, and to nearly release… well, whatever he nearly released… suggests a different kind of knowledge and power than what we possess. I had assumed he’d found some ancient archives, similar to the one you did, but considering there have been no records in your library that reveal what Tenender was after, it has begun to become increasingly suspect where he learned everything and how he managed to become the threat he has.”

      “So these attackers…”

      “I do not know. They might be with him. And worse, he may have uncovered some of the order that has been lost.”

      Given what Gavin had experienced when dealing with the three people, he certainly didn’t want to have to confront Tenender if the man had even more knowledge and skill than before. It would be dangerous, Gavin knew, but more than that, he worried he wouldn’t have the necessary skill, nor the necessary knowledge, for him to be able to handle it.

      He would need for Wrenlow to keep digging, and to find out what they needed to know. If he didn’t, then Gavin questioned whether they would be able to withstand the next phase of Tenender’s attack.

      “So we have an order of people who have power, and we have Tenender, who we know has power, and what else?” Gavin asked. “What other dangers do we have to deal with?”

      “I don’t know,” Telluminder said. “If the order is involved, we lost contact with them long ago. We don’t know what they’re capable of doing, or what more they know that has been lost to time, to memory.”

      Gavin had a sense, though, and that was what had him worried. They had neutralized his El’aras magic.

      “Then we need to find this order,” he said.

      “Perhaps. If they have become active again and revealed themselves, we need to understand why. More than that, we need to understand what they’re after. Because if the order begins to expand their influence in the world, we may be facing a different danger than what we believed.”

      Gavin cocked a brow at him. “We? We’ve been dealing with dangers all long, Telluminder.”

      “Not like this, you haven’t. This threat involves both power and knowledge, not one or the other. In the past, you’ve dealt with power. Tenender represents knowledge. The order… Well, the order represents a little of both. Judging by what happened here, I have a strong feeling that you understand just how dangerous that might be.”

      Gavin didn’t have the heart to tell him that he was responsible for what had happened to his shop, at least mostly.

      “Anyway, now that I’m here, what should we do next?” he asked.

      “I think we should discuss why I summoned you here in the first place.”

      “And that is?”

      “How do you feel about traveling?”
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      The dragon flew through the sky, and Gavin felt the wind whipping around him, cool and biting. As they streaked north, he resisted the urge to tug his cloak tight around him, but it was cold. In this part of the world, snow had started to cover the landscape, blanketing it in white. The snow and ice created a mixture that made these lands seem almost uninhabitable. He couldn’t imagine anybody spending any real time here.

      Telluminder stayed behind Gavin, sitting atop the dragon far more comfortably than most people did. He had been quiet ever since they had left Nelar, telling Gavin only that they needed to fly north, and that once they did, he would eventually find the answers he was looking for. But as they traveled, Gavin had begun to question whether they were heading in the right direction. Telluminder did not know with any real certainty where they needed to go, or if he did, he did not make it clear to Gavin.

      They were moving as fast as the dragon could take them—at least, as fast as it wanted to—and Gavin didn’t feel the urge to push it. He worried they would overshoot their target otherwise.

      “Are we still going the right way?” he asked Telluminder.

      “Have we reached the mountains?”

      Gavin snorted. “You never told me we were heading toward the mountains.”

      “I told you we needed to travel beyond.”

      That much was true. Telluminder had told him that they needed to travel “beyond,” but Gavin had not been sure what he meant by that. Beyond the cold? Beyond the frost? Beyond the ice?

      He had questions, but when he looked back at Telluminder, the strange man simply stared straight ahead, keeping his gaze fixed into the distance.

      “I came through a region like this not long ago,” Gavin said.

      He glanced back at him again, but he couldn’t tell whether Telluminder was listening, so he looked down at the scenery below instead. When he had been chasing Chauvan, trying to understand what he had been willing to do, he’d ended up in this direction, finding himself seeking power he still didn’t fully comprehend.

      He looked back up and saw mountains in the distance, much like Telluminder had suggested. Gavin hadn’t realized there were any mountains out here. He had never traveled this far. When he had been working with Tristan, Gavin had focused on the more populated areas and never ventured out to any place like this. He could detect the energy that existed in this region, but he also had a sense of something odd—an empty unease, perhaps, that left him feeling cold, distant, and as if there was a sense of quiet here. But there was something else mixed within it.

      “We should be getting there soon,” Telluminder said.

      Gavin nodded and focused on the dragon. “If you detect anything, you need to let me know,” he said to it.

      The dragon didn’t react, but the hint of power that pulsed through him suggested that even though the dragon had not responded, it did understand what he was saying.

      Telluminder shouted and pointed. Gavin followed the direction of his finger and looked down to see what he was trying to show him—a space between the mountains. It was all covered in snow, but more than that, the strange sense of unease still lingered.

      The dragon started to descend, but before they landed, Telluminder called against the wind, “Not quite here. Keep it low. It’s going to be difficult to see.”

      “What is?” Gavin asked.

      “Our goal.”

      “You haven’t told me anything about our goal, only that we were to keep traveling this way. So if you have something in mind, it would certainly be helpful for you to share it.”

      “I’m sharing with you what I can.”

      Gavin rolled his eyes and instead clung to the dragon’s back, waiting for Telluminder to direct them once again. He didn’t care for this at all, especially the way he felt like he was having to rely on Telluminder to guide them. He wasn’t sure he trusted the man, and definitely didn’t trust that he knew what he was doing, or where he was leading them. But there had been some reason Telluminder had called him out here in the first place. There had to be something here that Gavin needed to find, so in that regard, he had to focus on what he could uncover so he could be ready.

      Then Telluminder pointed again. “There.”

      The dragon seemed to know where he was indicating and began to descend even more, eventually coming to rest on the icy landscape. Gavin wasn’t dressed for the weather. Had he known he was going to be traveling this far north, he would’ve worn something much warmer. Then again, Telluminder wasn’t wearing thick clothing either, and he didn’t seem to be bothered by the cold the way Gavin was.

      Gavin climbed off the dragon and looked all around. “Why here?”

      “Look at the way the snow is,” Telluminder said.

      “What about it?”

      “You can see how it’s a bit dimpled here.” He gestured into the distance. “The ground is different.”

      Gavin moved forward, looking at where Telluminder was pointing, and he did see the weird undulating quality of the snow. He tried to make sense of what Telluminder had identified, and what it was he thought they needed to find. As Gavin followed him, he focused on his core reserves, feeling for the power he started to suspect was here. There had to be something, only he couldn’t tell what it was and didn’t know why Telluminder had brought them out to this place.

      He took another step, and the snow collapsed beneath him.

      Gavin concentrated on his power as he braced, hesitating for a moment before he pushed off with one of Imogen’s patterns. It was what she called a lightning pattern, and using it was a simple matter of driving himself upward, even though he didn’t have a sword in hand. Then again, he had seen Imogen using a similar technique without carrying a blade.

      He shot out of the pit of fallen snow, and as he started to hurtle down toward the ground again, he wondered which of the patterns he needed to use to avoid crashing back into the pit. He thought about the different patterns Imogen used. He had seen her floating in the air in the past, and Gavin realized there was one in particular that seemed to be effective. He held his arms out at his sides and began to twist his hands as if trying to catch the wind. Doing so slowed him, and then he drifted, gradually guiding himself over toward where Telluminder had somehow managed to avoid the worst of the fall.

      Telluminder had his arms crossed over his chest. “Are you done showing off?”

      “Showing off? I’m lucky I didn’t get caught in some sort of avalanche.”

      “You wouldn’t have been caught in anything. The snow merely shifted to provide you with the exact thing we were looking for. I thought you knew, but then you went and did…” He waved his hands, and then started shaking them as if trying to mimic the way Gavin had floated back to the ground. “Whatever that was.”

      “The snow shifted?” Gavin looked over and saw that the dragon had launched into the air, but it had started to descend once again, settling more carefully—and farther away—than it had the first time.

      “Look,” Telluminder said.

      Gavin crept forward, though he was much more cautious than before. He did not want to run the risk of the snow shifting, as Telluminder called it, leading to him falling through the ground. He looked down and saw the snow dropping below, and from there, it seemed to sweep into a vast, dark emptiness.

      But it was not completely dark. Some of the faint sunlight drifted down onto the snow, reflecting into the cavern underneath them so that he could see what was there.

      He stared for a moment, trying to make sense of it. “There’s something here.”

      Telluminder joined him. He reached into his satchel and pulled out one of the enchantments he had collected from his destroyed shop. After squeezing it in his hand, he tossed it into the cavern. It began to glow as it tumbled down the slope, but it did not attract any snow or ice. The enchantment looked like a bright shining light reflecting off the white landscape, illuminating what seemed to be hundreds of crystals.

      “This place was once something else,” Telluminder said softly. “The land was entirely unrecognizable, not covered in snow or ice. It was green, warm, and… different.”

      Gavin wondered if the bralinath trees would have any knowledge of that, or if there were even any bralinath trees at all in this area. The El’aras hadn’t expanded this far to the north, as far as he knew.

      “How long ago?” he asked.

      “A long time.”

      “And how is it that you know this?”

      “Because I’m a scholar, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I understand that, but how is it that you know what it was like?” It was more than just that, though. There was something about the way Telluminder said it, and the hint of sadness in his tone, that left Gavin wondering if perhaps he remembered it in some way.

      “So much of the world changes with time. Places grow warmer or colder over centuries, others become more important, or less so, and this one… Well, this place became forgotten.” Telluminder looked down. “Some say that the power of the place pushed away the cold, and when the power faded, the cold and ice moved in, covering the land so that time would forget about it. Others say it was the cold and ice that overwhelmed the power, turning what had once been lush and green, filled with life and energy, into this vast emptiness.” He took a deep breath, and when he let it out, he watched Gavin. “The one thing that all agree on is that there was power here. It may have been a long time ago, but it existed.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      “Well, I feel like you’ve been pretty clear on what you’re trying to tell me, so yes, I guess I do see.”

      “Regardless,” Telluminder said, “the temple itself—and this was a temple, or something very much like it—was once exposed. You could see the outer parts of it. My network has kept in contact with it. We have placed many enchantments around this place to observe change.”

      Gavin found himself smiling at Telluminder. “Why would you do that?”

      “I told you what I am, so why should it surprise you?”

      “I guess I’m surprised that you and your scholars would take the time to keep an eye on such things.”

      “We did so only because we recognize that there are aspects of power that exist—or existed—in the world that we need to understand. In this case, we wanted to make certain we were not surprised by anything that might come through or return.”

      “From the way you say it, you sound as if there was some beneficial power here.”

      “Possibly. Alas, I do not know.”

      Telluminder picked his way forward, stepping lightly on the snow, managing not to break through, surprising Gavin that he did not. Instead, he simply maneuvered across the snow-covered ground and then began to scramble downward, working his way toward the temple. Toward the light he had tossed down there.

      Gavin followed him carefully, but he still slipped a half dozen times. He had been ready to use the lightning pattern to shoot back up out of the cavern, and then hopefully float back down without getting caught in an avalanche. Oddly, though, the snow never shifted, the ice never cracked or crumbled, and it was only Gavin’s footing that was the issue. By the time he reached the bottom and looked up at the hidden sky, he found Telluminder moving quickly toward the temple opening.

      “You weren’t concerned about the snow?” Gavin asked.

      “I mean, the enchantment I tossed did solidify it.”

      “It would’ve been helpful of you to share that with me.”

      “Helpful, certainly, but I thought you had an understanding of power. You’re the Champion, are you not? And someone like yourself, with the kind of power you are reported to possess, should understand the magic that exists in the world. At least, that would be my assumption.”

      “Well, your assumption is flawed. I might be the Champion, and I might be connected to magic, but that doesn’t mean I can identify different enchantments as quickly and easily as those who are far more familiar with them than I am.”

      Telluminder scooped the glowing enchantment off the ground and held it out. “Then I will proceed to make sure I point out each of the enchantments that I use so you can begin to identify them. It would be a useful skill for you to have.”

      He made his way forward, and when he reached the entrance to the temple, Gavin paused to peer up at it. It was all white and looked to be made of snow, but as he neared it, he realized it was constructed of pure white marble. It also radiated a sense of energy, though he couldn’t identify what kind of energy it was.

      “I don’t suppose you know what to make of this?” Gavin asked.

      “I can tell you that there’s a distinct pull of ancient power here, but it’s a power we thought was gone. At least, mostly gone.” He reached into his pouch and took out another enchantment, gripping it tightly in his cupped hand. He held the enchantment out from him to look around, then turned his attention back to Gavin. “The power lingers here, but it’s not as potent as you would think it might be.”

      Gavin snorted. “To be honest, I didn’t think there was any sort of power here that I would even detect. What is it?”

      “Some residual energy,” Telluminder said. “It should have faded by now. Perhaps that’s what the enchantments detected.”

      “You didn’t know what it was?”

      “I had word that the enchantments were triggered. The scholars didn’t specify what triggered them, nor was there any way for me to recognize what caused them to change. I only knew that something had changed, so I thought it was best for you to come with me to investigate, since I didn’t know whether it was going to pose a danger to me. And,” he said, looking up toward the opening up above, “I did not have a means of traveling as quickly as you did.”

      “So you used me.”

      “I thought you needed to know, Champion.”

      They headed forward. The opening of the temple looked simple, with a massive door that was the same white marble as the rest of the building. It gleamed against the snow and seemed to reflect a bit of power as they approached it. Gavin focused on his core reserves, hesitating as he moved forward. He looked over to Telluminder, who seemed completely unconcerned by anything that might be here. The only thing he did was reach into his satchel and grab several enchantments out of it, as if trying to prepare for a danger only he knew existed. When he was done, he nodded to Gavin, and then kept moving toward the entrance.

      The door opened slowly, and Gavin stood in front of it for a few moments, waiting for the inevitable change of pressure or sense of magic, but nothing came. That surprised him. He had fully expected that some sort of power would emerge from inside the temple, but he saw and felt nothing.

      Telluminder stared straight ahead, and then he took the enchantment he was holding and sent it rolling forward. The object drifted into the room until it eventually stopped. Light glowed around the enchantment, reflecting off what looked to be hundreds upon hundreds of crystals. They had glowed brightly outside the temple, enough so that Gavin had questioned whether there were crystals or something similar to that out there. But inside the temple, the change was dramatic, and almost startlingly overwhelming.

      He looked over to Telluminder, who had stayed quiet, and was now tapping his fingers together. He was drumming them as if he was testing whether there was anything dangerous in the temple, though he hadn’t moved otherwise.

      “Well?” Gavin asked. “If the plan was to go inside and see what had triggered the disruption in your scholarly enchantments, why don’t we just head in.”

      “I think we need to hold out for just a moment. There’s something amiss here.”

      Gavin reached for his sword and unsheathed it. He didn’t think he would need it for anything, since there had been no sign of danger, but if Telluminder detected something, Gavin wasn’t going to be unprepared. This was Telluminder’s place, after all, and he would be the one to have access to those enchantments, and would know if there was a danger.

      “What’s amiss?” Gavin asked.

      Telluminder glanced over to him for a moment, before he reached into his satchel and pulled out something else. It was a long, slender piece of wood, though it appeared to have strips of metal woven around it, creating the pattern of the enchantment. He handed that to Gavin.

      “What is this?”

      “I’m afraid you may need this, Chain Breaker.”

      “What kind of enchantment is it?”

      “Similar to the one you used in my shop. Well, similar to the one you used to destroy my shop, I should say.”

      “I have my blade,” Gavin said.

      “This may benefit you more. Treat it like you would your blade, but focus on drawing the enchantment out of it when you do.”

      Gavin swung the wood from side to side, and it whistled softly. The item was heavier than he would’ve expected, but strangely, when he twisted it and focused on his core reserves, a little wisp of power seemed to come from the end of it, creating a magical sword of sorts.

      He slipped his own blade back into its sheath, though he was ready to use it if needed. But if Telluminder thought he might need a magical one, then Gavin was going to use a magical one.

      “Do you care to tell me what’s bothering you?”

      “I can feel the enchantment,” Telluminder said. “Not the one I sent into the room,” he hurriedly added, “but the ones we left behind. They’re old, and something about them has changed. Then again, something about this entire temple has changed. That troubles me.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “Considering what we’ve seen of the order, I can’t help but think that perhaps there are others here who are trying to siphon off some of this ancient power and, unfortunately, use it for their own ill intent.”

      Gavin stepped forward, but Telluminder raised his hand, blocking him. “Not quite yet, Chain Breaker.”

      He rifled through his pouch again and pulled out a triangular enchantment. He pried it open and held it out. “Clamp this to you. It doesn’t matter where, but clip it to yourself.”

      Gavin looked at it askance. This one was made of metal, but a twisted, almost tarnished metal. He wouldn’t even have noticed it in the shop, and would’ve thought it was junk, but Telluminder obviously thought it was important—and valuable.

      “On my body, or on my clothing?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Wherever it won’t fall.”

      “Then I could just stick it in my pocket.”

      “It needs to close around some part of you.”

      Gavin took it, affixed it to his shirt, and pinched it. As soon as he did, it seemed as if a strange layer of energy began to form around him, creating something of a shell, if he weren’t mistaken.

      “A barrier?”

      “Consider it more a shield. It should protect you in ways that some of the other enchantments do not. This one is old, and I would not have lent it to you were there not the need. Something like this deserves to be used by someone who understands the value of ancient items, and honestly, I’m not convinced you’re aware of the value of items.”

      Gavin smiled and ran his fingers along the warm metal rings of the magical sword. He could feel energy and power and some unknown aspect of it that he thought he might be able to uncover, but even as he tried, he did not know what more he could find in it.

      “Thank you for this,” he said.

      “Just be ready, Chain Breaker.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “This.”

      As Telluminder said it, the glow of the enchantment suddenly went dark. Not only that, but Gavin had the distinct sense of shadows moving toward them.

      The ancient order.

      It had to be.

      Which meant he was about to be under attack.

      Again.
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      As Gavin held the wooden enchantment, he debated what to do with it. He didn’t feel nearly as comfortable with it as he did with his blade.

      Everything around him was dark, until Telluminder produced another enchantment that glowed with a soft light. It reflected off the snow, and then Telluminder sent the object rolling into the chamber.

      Five figures waited inside.

      Having just fought three, Gavin didn’t know if he was going to be equipped to handle five more. When he said as much to Telluminder, he nodded to the enchantment in Gavin’s hand and the one clipped to his shirt.

      “You’re better prepared than you were before. Now, I may be as protected as I can be,” he said, looking down at himself, “but you may need to ensure that they don’t harm me.”

      “Why would they care about you?”

      “Because I’m a scholar, and I have knowledge they do not have.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure if that was entirely true. He had the distinct sense that Telluminder wasn’t sharing everything with him, but at the same time, he also wasn’t going to leave Telluminder and let him be attacked. Instead, Gavin concentrated on what he could feel, on the energy he detected, and he started forward.

      He swung the wood from side to side and began to focus on his core reserves, pushing some of that power out into the enchantment. Surprisingly, the enchantment began to glow softly, forming what looked like a slender blade that reminded him of Imogen’s new sword. It was little more than a band of light that erupted from the end of the enchantment, but that band was nothing short of pure magical energy. It was almost as if the enchantment harnessed his core reserves and allowed him to focus that power to create a weapon.

      Could that be what it was? Gavin had never considered trying to use his core reserves in such a way, but he also knew that the control he had over his core reserves, and the power he possessed, gave him advantages that others did not have. He could harness his core reserves and his El’aras connection in ways that the other El’aras were not able to do. It was one of the things Gavin thought was beneficial about how Tristan had trained him, teaching him to gain control over his power so he did not have to worry about losing it how others did.

      He spun toward one of the attackers—a man dressed in the same gray shirt as the three people in Nelar. The shirt had a series of symbols weaved into it, and Gavin thought they were the same symbols he’d seen before.

      He needed to handle this quickly. If the attackers had a chance to work in unison, he wouldn’t be able to overpower them. They had some knowledge that he didn’t, and more than that, Gavin suspected they would be able to combine their abilities and knowledge in such a way that he wouldn’t be able to defeat them.

      As he rushed forward, Telluminder stayed close to him.

      “You may want to give me some space,” Gavin said.

      “I’m not leaving your side.”

      “Then this is going to be interesting,” he muttered.

      He focused on his core reserves, enhancing his speed and strength, while also splitting a bit of it to flow through the strange weapon. The blade became longer.

      He almost stopped in his tracks. He could adjust the length of the blade?

      Interesting. That could be incredibly useful.

      He darted toward the nearest attacker, who pressed something on their shirt. A shield of power began to bloom around them. Gavin had experience with something like that, and remembered how he had not been able to carve through that barrier. But when he struck with his new magical blade, it immediately started to slice through it.

      It wasn’t as fast as he wanted it to be, but it did feel like he was cutting through it. Instead of attempting to fight his way past the shield, Gavin decided to try something different. He brought the weapon back down to his chest, focused on the lightning pattern Imogen had taught him, and blasted outward. Rather than the power of his core reserves exploding out from him, it seemed as if the burst of lightning shot from the end of the enchantment. The magic caught the man in the chest and threw him back.

      Gavin chuckled, and he spun toward the remaining four.

      Three of them broke off, and they marched toward him, leaving the fourth one in the shadows. He couldn’t see their features, as Telluminder’s light did not illuminate them all that well. Given the way the light was reflecting from the crystalline structure of the temple, that surprised him, since he would’ve expected there to be a way to see them more clearly. He started to wonder if perhaps the power these attackers had woven into their clothing prevented him from seeing them with any real consistency.

      “If they surround me, it’s going to make it harder for me,” Gavin told Telluminder. “I just want you to be close to me because if I need to draw on any of your funny enchantments, it would be helpful to have you nearby.”

      “I doubt you’ll have such a need,” he said.

      Gavin shrugged. “It’s up to you.”

      He quickly surveyed the three that were approaching, but then questioned whether that was the right strategy. There was one who was holding back, and if they were waiting, then there was a real possibility that they had something in mind. He hesitated a moment as he thought, and the three suddenly pressed outward with a burst of power.

      He braced for it, but he need not have bothered. The enchantment clipped to his shirt created a layer of energy that looped around him like a shield, sealing him inside so he didn’t have to fear the attack. Not only that, but whatever Telluminder had on himself allowed the power to wash over him.

      Gavin wasn’t in nearly as much danger as he had been when attacked by the order before. Of course, that time, he’d been unprepared for the kind of assault he faced, and the knowledge and power they possessed. This time, he was ready.

      He slipped closer to Telluminder and then wrapped his arm around him, ignoring Telluminder’s sudden shout. Then he drew on his core reserves so he could empower himself as he shot into the air.

      Thankfully, this chamber was large and had a high enough ceiling that Gavin could fly upward. He soared over the other three and came to land near the one who had been hanging back in the shadows.

      The fourth person turned to him, and Gavin chuckled when he realized who it was.

      “Tenender,” he said. He had no idea how Tenender had managed to leave the prison realm, but the man did know how to fold and travel, so perhaps he had the knowledge necessary to escape.

      “I see you’ve gained some new information,” Tenender said.

      He looked significantly different than the last time they had faced off. He had a youthful appearance, but if everything Gavin had learned was true, then Tenender was impossibly old. He wore a jacket much like the other attackers of the order, only this one had streaks of colors woven into it, making it seem like it was shimmering. He tapped his fingers along the fabric, tracing them in a pattern, and Gavin had to admit that he couldn’t quite place what Tenender was doing.

      “I’m curious why you thought you needed to come out here,” Gavin said. “First, you attack in Nelar, and now this place, so it makes me think there’s something important for you here.”

      He looked around, and as he did, he found himself feeling the pressure of something squeezing behind him, though he couldn’t quite tell what it was or why the others were pushing toward him. He had to be ready for what they were planning.

      “You can never understand,” Tenender said. “You get caught in misconceptions and belief in your own knowledge and ability, but you will come to see how little you know.”

      “Really?” Gavin took a step toward him, drawing on his core reserves.

      Tenender swept his hands from his collar down to his waistline, and a wave of power swept out from him. The magic forced Gavin back. As he tried to fight through it, he found that he could not do so easily. He attempted to use the Leier sacred patterns that Imogen had taught him, but he found that he was not fast enough, or strong enough, given the enormity of power pushing against him.

      The power seemed to swirl around Gavin, making it so he could scarcely stand in place.

      Once that power faded, Tenender was gone.

      He went over to Telluminder. “How did that happen?”

      “I suspect it was the same way you traveled in between realms.”

      “So he can travel the same way as…” Gavin almost said the same way the Sul’toral could travel, but why wouldn’t Tenender be able to do that? Of course he would. There was no doubt in Gavin’s mind that the man had that level of knowledge. Tenender had not proven he was a fighter, but he was knowledgeable in a way others were not.

      A blast of energy struck Gavin from behind. He spun around and immediately pushed out through his core reserves, channeling their magic and elongating the magical blade in his hand. It carved through some of the power that was trying to attack him, and deflected much of it. As it did, Gavin went over to Telluminder, who was clutching two items in his fists, holding them up near his face.

      “Are you going to be safe here while I take care of this?”

      “I’ll be as safe as I can be.”

      “Good. I don’t know what it’s going to take, and… Well, I don’t know that I can have you pressing inward on me.”

      “I’ll stay close, but I won’t impede your attack. How does that sound?”

      “I suppose that sounds about as good as it can.”

      Gavin surveyed the three opponents around him, who were backing toward the door. They had taken up positions where they were equally spaced, and he realized they were trying to pin him inside the cavern. The one he had attacked still lay motionless near the doorway.

      The three continued to push outward with the power worked into their clothing, and Gavin had to decide whether he was going to fight through it, use one of the Leier patterns, or try to overpower it. He wasn’t sure what it was going to take, and he didn’t know which was the right strategy.

      He focused on the magical enchantment he held and then drew upon his core reserves, trying to push some of that power out. With it, he attempted something different, creating a lance of energy he could cause to erupt from the end of it. But it didn’t fire any magic.

      Maybe he could try something else.

      As he attempted to do so, he began to focus on that power, thinking about the Leier lightning pattern. He tried to blast that outward.

      This time, the power struck a different barrier.

      They were adapting. Gavin figured he might only have one attempt left if they were able to adjust their strategy that quickly.

      What other possibilities did he have?

      He had his fighting styles, and though he knew dozens of different ones, he did not know if any of them would be fully effective against what he was facing. Instead, he started to wonder if he needed a different approach.

      “What other enchantments do you have?” he asked Telluminder.

      “I don’t think other enchantments are going to be a benefit here.”

      “They’ve already adapted to my last technique, and there’s a limit to how much power I have.”

      Gavin had used the bralinath magic before, and he had to be careful that the attackers didn’t compensate for it. What he needed was to somehow find another kind of power.

      Leier? He’d already used the lighting pattern and it had seemed effective.

      Plus it was a different kind of magic, and one that Gavin was increasingly mastering. If he had more time with Imogen, he could learn even more about it, but for now, he shifted into the tree pattern. The weapon grew cold, as if it were drawing a different kind of power.

      Telluminder was watching, saying nothing, but Gavin had the distinct sense that the man was all too aware of what Gavin had done. Did that mean Telluminder knew the kind of power Gavin possessed?

      He pushed the magic out of the enchantment, and it streaked toward the middle attacker. Then he shifted, using his core reserves and the El’aras connection to the bralinath power, and split that into three different strands.

      None of the three moved. It seemed as if they simply absorbed Gavin’s attack.

      He had to use something different. He changed the focus of his power so it was no longer blasting away from him. Gavin could feel the effect of that power and magic, the way it was sweeping out of him, so he continued to push until some of that energy coalesced and burst with his core reserves.

      He took a step toward them, yet even as he attempted to do something with that, he found himself pushed back.

      Telluminder shoved something in Gavin’s hand and shook his head. The object was shaped like a spiky ball. “Try this,” he said, his voice dripping with annoyance.

      Gavin squeezed the ball for a moment, then sent it rolling away, where it exploded with a bizarre energy. Shards of metal flew out from it. The projectiles struck the middle attacker, who collapsed, but the other two managed to deflect the blows.

      They changed the course of their attack, immediately making their way toward the door while continuing to push power out from themselves in an attempt to overwhelm him. He could feel the effort they were using, as well as the energy they were drawing on, even if he didn’t know what it was or how they were doing it.

      “I don’t suppose you have any more of those,” Gavin said.

      “You said they would adapt.”

      “Probably. And maybe it’s time for me to try a different technique.”

      He focused on his core reserves, and then he jumped. His jump carried him up and toward them, and as he started to descend, they shifted the direction of their attack, holding it over Gavin. He felt like he was hovering in the air because of the power they were pushing out, which was keeping him from landing. He drove the magic weapon down into their barrier, trying to slice through it, and he could feel some of that energy attempting to fight against him.

      Gavin drew on more of his core reserves. He was also forced to default to the bralinath connection, which he had been hesitant to do around them, since he did not know whether they were going to be able to somehow overtake that connection or harm it in any way. Given what he had experienced with Tenender, Gavin was reluctant to give him the opportunity to strip power away from him again, and did not want to let him try to harm that power and take what the El’aras had.

      But this time, Gavin thought he needed to use that connection. He was pushing against something beyond his comprehension, and beyond his ability.

      The power of the El’aras elders bloomed within him, and he shoved that down into the blade, which glowed ever more brightly, becoming hot in his hand. He pushed even more power out, and the blade continue to lengthen. With it, Gavin carved down, angling it toward one of the attackers. It started to slice through the barrier, and he knew he was close to reaching them. All he had to do was to continue to angle it, and he would be able to overwhelm them, but he wasn’t sure he could do that easily without running the risk of losing that power, or perhaps even destroying the enchantment. The blade was starting to burn his hand, and he could feel that power erupting within it.

      Energy was trying to find him.

      These attackers were still adapting to him even as he was fighting against them.

      Gavin opened himself to the bralinath power completely, and let that energy flow through him. He knew that the elders had given him the gift of memories and knowledge, but none of that was what he needed now. He needed the connection to the past, to the present, and to the future. By drawing on that power, he blasted them with magic, and it struck both of the attackers at the same time.

      And did nothing.

      They absorbed the energy.

      Gavin was thrown upward, where he struck the ceiling overhead and came to land back on the ground. He rolled and popped up to his feet, planning for another attack, but it never came.

      Instead, the order left and closed the door behind them.

      With a sudden surge of power that Gavin felt coursing through him, he knew that they were sealed inside the temple, trapped.
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      Gavin looked over to Telluminder, who had begun to make a steady circle around the room. He had activated another enchantment, letting it glow and fill the entirety of the chamber with its pale light. It reflected off the crystalline structures all around them.

      “I don’t suppose you want to tell me what just happened here?” Gavin asked.

      Telluminder snorted. “It looks as if the Chain Breaker was defeated.”

      Gavin growled softly. “I was defeated because I didn’t know what we were going to face, and I didn’t know what I could do about that power, but…” He shook his head. “Tell me what happened.”

      “As far as I can tell, they were training.” Telluminder looked over to him while crouching down in front of a flat section of white that Gavin assumed was snow, but inside the temple, it might not be. The structure had been made of marble up until this point, so maybe it was part of the actual temple itself. “Unfortunately, I feel that you are right, and that they were using the opportunity for you to demonstrate what you can do so they could learn from it and steal that power from you. I suspect they were gathering knowledge.”

      “I don’t even know how something like that’s possible,” Gavin said.

      “Well, they are experienced, trained, and capable of doing far more than we are, so it should not be terribly surprising that they managed to use that knowledge and power to overwhelm you.”

      Gavin turned in place, and he focused on what he could detect. The more he felt it, the more certain he was of what he sensed—residual energy. He shifted his focus to the El’aras connection and the bralinath trees, and though he didn’t feel any energy from that, he was left with the distinct possibility that there was some other aspect of it still flowing out there that the attackers had come to learn how to use as well.

      If that was the case, then he wouldn’t be able to draw on any power he possessed when he was around them because they would be able to absorb it and learn from it. Any advantage he and his allies had against the order would disappear.

      It was like Gavin when he had learned to fight, only with magic.

      One of the things Tristan had wanted from him was for him to be able to identify a fighting style as quickly as possible so he could replicate it, turning any opponent’s attack against them. And Gavin had been able to do that. With enough time and experience, he had learned how to recognize different fighting styles so that when he was confronted with any new style, he just had to withstand enough of an onslaught to identify the key patterns within it so he could counterattack.

      Was that what these people were doing? Gavin supposed the better question was whether there was anything he might be able to learn to do as well.

      He didn’t see why he had to, though. He was El’aras. That meant he had a connection to El’aras power, but did not have access to other types. Despite being exposed to sorcery and the Society, Gavin had never learned how to cast spells the same way sorcerers did, and never claimed he had that kind of power, nor did he ever want that kind of power. The only time he had ever mimicked anything similar was with Leier magic, and he had come to work with Imogen enough to learn how she was drawing on that power, which had permitted him the ability to model many of those sacred patterns.

      “Are we trapped?” Gavin asked.

      While waiting for Telluminder to answer, he headed over to the entrance and tested it. He attempted to push power out of himself, thinking he might be able to figure out some way to draw on enough of that connection for him to find a way out of this, but even as he tried, the door stayed closed. He wouldn’t be able to force it open with his El’aras ability, he suspected. He figured they were probably using his own power against him. And as he stood in front of the door, Gavin could feel power layering over itself in a way that suggested that was exactly the case.

      He glanced back to Telluminder, who lingered behind him, sorting through his satchel.

      “Telluminder?”

      “I’m thinking,” he snapped. “We need to find something they wouldn’t expect, something they might not have seen. Unfortunately, given what they just demonstrated, we may not be able to do so.”

      “Are there any other ways out of the temple?”

      “The temple has been buried over time, and we’re now in the main entrance of it, but I doubt you’ll be able to find your way out.”

      Gavin frowned. Thankfully, there was enough light that he was able to see, but he didn’t know if there was going to be light perpetually. At some point, he suspected that Telluminder’s enchantment would fade, and he would no longer be able to see what they were doing or where they were going enough to find his way around. He didn’t have any other enchantments on him, though he could channel his core reserves and enhance his eyesight. But even that had its limits.

      “Then up it is. I’m going to take us through the ceiling,” Gavin said.

      Telluminder shook his head and regarded him with what Gavin could only call amusement. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Chain Breaker, but this is an ancient temple. We don’t want to destroy it.”

      “Does anybody use this anymore?”

      “Of course not. This temple has been long abandoned, and—”

      “I realize that this is something you want to preserve for historical purposes, but at the same time, we need to get out of here so we can protect the people of the world from the order—the people who are currently living. And I think I need you to tell me more about the order.”

      Telluminder looked over to the door, and he twisted his hands together. “Sadly, not much is known about the order. Just the markings. They’re supposed to be powerful, and they’re supposed to know things that others do not, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But we don’t know nearly what we should about them. They disappeared from the world, and records of them were lost.”

      “Or stolen,” Gavin said. Telluminder frowned at him, and Gavin shrugged. “It’s possible they were never lost. It’s possible the order never disappeared. Given what we’ve seen, and the knowledge they obviously still possess, I would argue that they clearly have had an influence in the world for longer than you realize.”

      Which raised the question of how many members of the order still existed.

      “We would have known,” Telluminder said.

      Gavin snickered. “You’re disappointed that your college of scholars didn’t detect the order? Considering how much power they clearly have, they probably wanted to keep it protected, and it’s likely that they use that knowledge and power to conceal their presence.”

      “We would have known,” Telluminder said again.

      “I think you should avoid being so prideful as to think you know all things. And I think you also have to let go of aspects of the past. Now, I’m not entirely sure I’ll be able to get us out of here, and I don’t know how much damage will be done.” Gavin thought he might be able to break them out, especially if the structure was just marble. He had fought through much more difficult things before.

      “You cannot destroy this. If there’s still power trapped here, we may need it.”

      At that comment, Gavin frowned. “What do you mean, ‘if there’s still power trapped here’?”

      “That’s my suspicion. They had to have come here for a reason, right? They obviously believed they could gain something or learn something in coming here. I think if it’s possible that there’s still some power trapped here, we may need to study it to understand what they came here for—so we can prepare and know how to defeat it.”

      Gavin didn’t have a sense that there was any power here, but as he looked around, he realized Telluminder was right. The only reason the order would’ve come here was if they thought there was something for them to find.

      He strode through the temple, searching for any sign of power. As he looked, he didn’t feel anything, nor did he see anything. Everything was bathed in the pure white that resembled snow, which he had seen from the beginning. He knew there was something more to it.

      “I need for you to use an enchantment in here,” he said to Telluminder.

      Gavin had sheathed his blade and was no longer holding it at the ready as he had before, but he worried that if he did not uncover the secret, they would miss out on an opportunity, especially since the order had obviously already come through and attacked. He wanted to be prepared to deal with them if it came down to it again, and thought that if he could find an answer, he might be able to tell Wrenlow or Char, who were researching such things and might be able to provide him with more information about what was going on. Telluminder had knowledge, but he evidently didn’t have any interest in sharing things with Gavin. He was acting as if he wanted nothing more than to keep that information to himself and conceal everything from him.

      “What do you think your enchantment will do for you?” Telluminder asked.

      Gavin waved his hand around the chamber. “There was a weird, reflected light inside the temple. I suspect that whatever it is can reveal the power that’s here, and should show us what came through. You’re trying to make sense of what happened, along with the kind of magic in this place, and I figure if you can help me, I might be able to detect something. I’m not exactly sure if it’s going to work that way or not, but I’m guessing there’s something here that would help me see and understand it.”

      “I can try,” Telluminder said. He grabbed something out of his satchel, and he squeezed it for a moment.

      Gavin expected him to use a similar item as before, but rather than the glowing energy that had come from the other enchantment, this one seemed to be a focused beam, similar to the power that came from the magical sword he had started to use.

      Telluminder brandished it in front of him, pointing it outward as if directing the lantern light.

      Gavin arched a brow. “That’s all you have?”

      “I gave you some of my other enchantments, and this is the only one that isn’t more valuable. I’m sure you get why I’m hesitant.” He turned in place, sweeping his gaze around the temple. “I have lost so many of my enchantments, and I need to try to salvage as many as I can.”

      “If it comes down to providing you with enchantments, I’m sure I can speak to some of the enchanters in Yoran, and we can find you a supply of items to restock your shelves.”

      “That isn’t my concern,” Telluminder said. “If it was, then I wouldn’t have wasted your time. My concern is that there’s a different sort of energy here, and it’s different enough that it might impede some of my other enchantments. Considering that they’re designed to offer a measure of protection, I hope you understand.”

      Gavin thought he did understand, but the real challenge for him was in trying to make sense of what was around him. Telluminder was right. There was power here. Gavin knew it, and he could feel it. That was the key to everything, and if he could know what it was, he believed he might be able to find some aspect of it that he might be able to use. But not only that, he might be able to recognize something that would help him know what the order was going to do. He needed to find that.

      He continued to make his way around the chamber, and he began to feel a strange sense of resistance around him, as if something was trying to fight him. He decided to try a different technique instead.

      “I want you to stay back,” Gavin said. “I don’t know if what I’m about to attempt will be dangerous to you or not, but if it is, you’ll be better served by staying away from me.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to speak to the elders.”

      He moved to the center of the room, rooting himself so he could plant his feet as confidently and securely as he could. As he stood motionless, he focused on the technique Imogen had shown him—the tree pattern sacred to her and her people. But it was more than just that. It was a way of accessing power, and of detecting other magic. Gavin needed that now, and he could not generate the type of power it granted him in any other way. He thought he could use what he could find from the pattern to detect something more. Something beyond himself.

      As he always had, he also began to focus on the bralinath trees, and he felt their energy building up and sweeping around him. The massive trunk rose above him, spreading its branches away from his body. His connection to it was incredible, and he could feel a distinct sense of power. Though he tried to keep himself contained, that energy continued to intensify, to the point where he had to shift what he was doing. If he continued to push forward, the energy of the bralinath trees would rise up beyond the confines of the temple.

      If it came down to breaking out of this space, Gavin suspected that the tree he formed with his pattern would be enough. He had to hope that he might be able to shatter through the ceiling, or at least find his way out of the temple.

      Once the branches formed, he began to focus on creating a root system beneath him. That was another aspect of the technique that Imogen had shared with him. She had told him that it was not just the tree, not just the formation, but the combination of both that created the pattern and generated the power. Within the two, he felt the roots begin to stretch downward. At first, there was bit of resistance. Gavin continued to push, calling on the ancient bralinath power. That energy built within him, until he could summon more and more of it through himself. The power rose upward, and it also gave him an opportunity to press down and out and around. He could feel the pattern forming, along with the power coalescing.

      A reverberation spread inside him. It seemed almost as if some aspect of the ancient bralinath power echoed within Gavin, and it called to him, as if trying to tell him something.

      He stood still, connected to that ancient power in the way he had been when he’d been near the elders. But now he felt connected partly because the elders had given him a gift, and they had done so in a manner that would permit him to accept greater power than he would have otherwise. Gavin maintained his hold over that power, trying to trap it within himself. As he did, he felt it blooming up inside him.

      “Show me,” Gavin whispered.

      He didn’t know if the bralinath trees were able to understand him. Even if they could, he wasn’t sure if they would be able to show him anything, since he did not know how well connected the bralinath trees were to this power, and this temple. Oddly, it seemed as if some aspect of that energy was stretching away from him, as if trying to create a connection.

      He felt a tugging sensation, like it was pulling away from him.

      Gavin had not felt anything quite like that before. When he had used bralinath power in the past, and the connection it gave him, he had never felt anything pull on him quite like this. In this case, he felt a curious sensation that was drawing on his connection to the bralinath trees, as well as something deeper, and perhaps even more ancient.

      A flash of power tugged on him.

      When it happened, an image began to form in Gavin’s mind.

      He stared, and at first, everything was pure white. It reminded him of what he saw now inside the temple: The snow. The pale marble. Even the crystalline structure that reflected all the light around him.

      Gradually, the image of the temple began to dissolve, making it so that he could see more than just the white. He was able to see people. Figures.

      As often happened, everything came to him in fragments. Flashes. Gavin tried to follow what he was being shown, but even as he did, he couldn’t see anything as clearly as he needed. He strained to, thinking there had to be some way for him to find an answer, but despite his focus, the images flickered in his mind, flashing from one to the next.

      Then the light began to fade, and everything wasn’t white anymore. It was only coated in white, though it had not started that way. There was milky white stone, but it was mixed with color, darkness, and perhaps even texture. That image flickered in his mind, and then another.

      He was outside. The temple rose in front of him, and it was ringed by tall, strange-looking trees. Not bralinath, but a different kind.

      Within those trees, Gavin had the distant sense of energy, much like what he had detected when he came from the forest with the bralinath trees. It was an energy that seemed ancient, much like the power of the bralinath trees, carrying with them the knowledge and understanding of the El’aras elders. Within that, Gavin believed there was something more he could find, if only he could understand what it was and what he was being shown. But as he stared, trying to focus on it, he could not find that answer.

      Then the image shifted again. The temple was no longer there. Neither were the trees… though that wasn’t entirely true. Gavin had a sense that at least one tree remained. It was old—older than any of the others—as well as tall and powerful.

      Then he saw another flicker, and when it was gone, so was the image.

      Gavin blinked, trying to focus on what he had felt, but struggled. He couldn’t find anything more than he already had, even though he attempted to feel for some aspect of it, thinking that maybe the bralinath trees, and that power, would show him something more. Though he strained, he could not see anything else.

      It was a power that had been there, but it hadn’t always been.

      Then again, he knew that.

      As he looked around, he found Telluminder watching him.

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I was able to see the temple from before.”

      “What do you mean you were able to see it?”

      “That’s part of my gift as the Champion. The elders gifted me that knowledge and ability, and I was able to see what it was like in the past.” He shook his head. “That was gone, but…”

      “But what?”

      “The only reason I’d be able to see anything like that would be if the El’aras had planted something here,” Gavin said, and he looked around. Though he didn’t see any sign of bralinath trees, and he didn’t necessarily feel anything, the simple fact of the matter was that if there was a way for him to see something or feel something, it had to be tied to that ancient power. That was the only way he would be able to connect to it.

      “I suspect that the El’aras were involved in whatever happened here.”

      “You believe they were responsible for the fall of this temple?” Telluminder asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Gavin wanted to try to tap into that power again, and he focused on his own connection, but then the temple began to tremble.

      Everything around him started to shake. He felt it from deep underground, and it took him a moment to realize that the reason he felt it so deeply was because he was still anchoring himself to the ground. The power was blooming outward, flowing through his root system, as well as with up through his branches. He braced himself, then motioned for Telluminder to come over to him.

      “What did you do?”

      “Actually, I don’t think I did anything. I suspect this is the order.”

      “They wouldn’t destroy this place.”

      “They would if they believed they could trap us here.”

      And it might not even be about trapping them. It might be more about how they had already gathered what they needed, and there was no longer any use in leaving the temple intact. If the order had already secured the power they wanted, then there may not be any motivation for them to do anything more.

      Gavin took a deep breath, and he focused on the power within himself, then leaned over to Telluminder. “This might be a bit painful.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get you out of here, but as I said, it might hurt. I don’t know what breaking you out of this place will involve, only that I suspect it’s going to be a significant surge of power.”

      “And if it fails?”

      “If it fails, then you can blame me for my mistake.”

      Gavin grabbed Telluminder and focused on the bralinath tree, then shifted the way Imogen had taught him, going from one sacred pattern to another. He blasted upward using the lightning pattern. As soon as he reached the top of the temple, he felt some part of it continuing to tremble.

      Gavin was able to continue to push through it, and they blasted free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind whipped around them as they walked. The snow was constant, blowing into Gavin’s face, scratching at his cheeks, and leaving every part of him freezing. Strangely, when he’d been inside the temple, he had felt the same sense of cold. Now that he was out of it, he also had to suffer through the bite of the wind and snow. The snowfield they had been standing on before they had gone into the temple had shifted, sliding around and creating mounds of snow.

      He was not surprised to find the dragon still waiting for them, but he was concerned that something might’ve happened to it while they had been inside the temple, like the order targeting it. There was some part of his connection to it that seemed a bit off, and as he focused on the dragon, he found himself wondering if they had done something to it. They had knowledge that he didn’t, and if they had somehow corrupted his connection to the creature, Gavin wouldn’t be able to rely on it the way he had before. But it was more than that. He had come to feel like the dragon was a part of him, and a part of who he was, and he had begun to view it as helpful in ways he could not quite explain.

      “Do you care to tell me what happened in there?” Telluminder said.

      “I can tell you what I saw, but I don’t know if it’s going to mean anything to you.”

      “Anything you might have observed has meaning. Especially with you, Champion.”

      “I’ll tell you what I saw, and then you can tell me if it mattered.”

      As he described what he had observed, Telluminder only stared at him, saying nothing, not even moving. He seemed as if he was trying to take in all the details. When Gavin finished describing the last images he had seen—the way there had been a flare of light in the distance, suggesting there was another surge of power—only then did Telluminder turn and look at him, as though trying to find some answer only he could see.

      “Can you identify where the image you saw was out here?” Telluminder asked.

      “I suppose if I were to focus on it, I might be able to figure out where it was, but it will not be easy for me,” Gavin said. “I can feel an aspect of it. Something there seems to linger, and something tells me that…”

      He peered around him, and only then did he realize that where the dragon was perched was where he had seen the final image.

      He strode over to the dragon and studied it—the length of the scales, the wings, even its tail—searching for any sign of the markings that would suggest that the order or Tenender had done something to harm it, but he didn’t see anything. He finally rested his hand on the dragon, and he called on his core reserves, forcing that connection between the two the way he had learned to do with enchantments. That energy rose between them, solidifying that connection in such a way that told him the dragon was still intact and unharmed. He knew he no longer had to worry about what was happening to it, nor did he have to worry about whether they had overpowered the dragon in some way.

      “It was here,” Gavin said as Telluminder approached.

      “In this general area?”

      “Not this general area. It was actually here. If I close my eyes, I can see what it was before, and I can practically feel the power that once existed here. Maybe that’s why the dragon landed in this spot.”

      “If that’s the case, then it assumes that this enchantment… assuming that this is still just an enchantment”—Telluminder cocked his brow at him—“has some way of detecting that power.”

      Gavin hurriedly explained how he was connected to the enchantments he activated. “Given that I’m linked to the dragon, to the old power of the bralinath trees, and to the El’aras so I can be their Champion, I suspect it’s all interconnected.”

      Telluminder studied him for a moment. “I wonder if your dragon might be able to find something else.”

      “I don’t know. It’s not as if I’ve trained it to do any of these things. It seems like it’s a natural part of what the dragon is.”

      “Interesting. And you say that this dragon came about because of an enchantment?”

      “Well, because of somebody who made an enchantment. And then there was a connection between that enchantment and what I was able to do, and the combination of the two seems to have created the dragon.”

      “It certainly looks lifelike enough.” Telluminder scratched his chin. “At least, it looks like what we once believed dragons to look like.”

      “I haven’t seen evidence of other dragons,” Gavin said.

      “There are some who speculate that the only reason enchantments can take different shapes is because of the connection they have to actual entities that exist.” He shrugged. “That would mean that any item you’re creating, or that those who are working with you are creating, has a basis in what exists in the real world. Now, I’m not so sure I believe that, but it’s one such theory.”

      Gavin snorted. “If you think you and your scholars are sharing some new information with me, then you’re mistaken. We’ve long ago discovered that was most likely the case.”

      “Why do you feel that way?”

      “Because it seems as if everything we’ve encountered that’s been magically enchanted, primarily through different sorcerers or Sul’toral, has some basis in what we’ve experienced around us in the world. So…”

      “Well, the alternative is also possible. If you consider that the ones who made those enchantments were simply not creative enough to recognize that there were other powers in the world, and that they had to build an enchantment based on what they have seen or what they’ve read about, then perhaps that’s the only way they’re able to do it.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true,” Gavin said. He thought about what Mekel made, the different golems he created. He had a hard time thinking that Mekel had traveled so much and so far that he had actually seen some of the creatures he created out of his enchantments. “What’s more likely is that the power that creates the enchantment comes from drawing from some other place.” Or realm, he suddenly realized. He hadn’t given any thought to that before, but it would make sense. “And in doing so, it allows them to make a connection and to forge the power that is the enchantment in ways they wouldn’t be able to do otherwise.”

      “Interesting. You have some personal experience with this?” Telluminder asked.

      “I have personal experience with those who can make enchantments, and I think they’d be surprised to hear that they’ve seen creatures they’ve never encountered in real life.”

      “Well, I can’t speak to that one way or another, but I can say that if there’s something like that, then it would explain much. Anyway.” Telluminder looked around. “It seems as if the order is gone. I also need to return, as there is much that I need to be doing. The order has shown itself. They have destroyed my shop, and they’ve attacked us, all while trying to delay me sending word to you about this place. I need to tell the other members of the college to make sure we’re able to react if the order strikes again.”

      “Do you think they will?”

      “Unfortunately, I think it highly likely that they will. The problem is that I don’t know what the next target will be.”

      “Based on what we’ve seen so far, it stands to reason that the next target is going to be a place of magic much like this temple, and someplace old where they think they might be able to locate power.”

      “Possibly.”

      “How many other places are like that?”

      “There are many forgotten places,” Telluminder said. “There’s Hesa, Peralt, Obvilaan…” He raised his fingers as he counted them off and named them.

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t know most of those ,” he said, though he had heard of Peralt. “What I would much prefer is that you try to identify if there’s a specific target.”

      “Even if we find it, and even if we react in time, there’s a possibility that the order will reach it before we have a chance to get there. I don’t know how fast your dragon can travel.”

      “You’ve seen how quickly it can. It’s fast, but I don’t know that it’s as fast as the order is.”

      The only way they would be able to handle anything like that would be by traveling the same way the order did, which involved folding. Gavin didn’t know if he could even get that to work. He would have to have Wrenlow begin to dig for answers so they could find a way to use that same technique. It wasn’t just the order who knew how to fold. The Sul’toral had known, as had Chauvan and his people, so Gavin had to believe that there would be another way for him to learn to control it too.

      “You still have the enchantment I gave you?” Telluminder asked.

      “I do.”

      “Well, be alert.”

      Telluminder strode over to the dragon and scrambled up onto its back. The dragon had no reaction to the fact that Telluminder merely climbed on top of it without giving it any opportunity to object. At this point, Gavin wasn’t sure the dragon would even object.

      He took a deep breath, headed over to them, and rested his hand on the side of the dragon. “Now we just have to wait?” he asked Telluminder.

      “Unfortunately, we are in a reactive phase until we can figure out what they’re doing. Then we can be proactive. The challenge for us, and for you, is that when we are reactive, we’re dependent on them taking action. But we also give them an opportunity to plan and continue with what they intend. Since we do not know what they’re after, or what they might try next, there is very little we can do to slow them.”

      Gavin climbed onto the dragon’s back. He felt the connection between them, and for a moment he tested whether his connection to his core reserves and the bralinath trees would have changed anything for the dragon. He didn’t feel anything different, which he was thankful for. But he did detect something else. The more he focused on what he was feeling, the more he could tell there was a hint of a different kind of power around him. But he could not figure out anything more.

      The dragon took off, soaring upward. Wind whipped at Gavin, the snow swirling around them. They streaked as fast as the dragon had ever flown, almost as if it wanted to be free of this land as well. Once they passed beyond the snow and ice into warmer lands, the dragon started to slow and descend.

      Reaching Nelar hadn’t taken long. Certainly not as long as Gavin expected.

      They landed, and instead of climbing down from the dragon, Gavin looked over to Telluminder. “Do you need help with cleaning up your shop?”

      “I will salvage as many of the enchantments as possible, and I will work with those who know enchantments a bit better than you, Champion. I do appreciate your offer, and thank you for the time you took with me today, but I think you have more you need to be doing right now.”

      “I’ll be in Yoran.”

      Telluminder raised his eyebrows. “There?”

      “Others are taking care of the archives.”

      “Why have you not spent any time there?”

      “I have, but it’s more that there are things in the archives I’m not able to help with or find, so I stay out of it.”

      Even that wasn’t exactly the case. Gavin was skilled with following patterns, which might help Wrenlow and Char find answers. But he hadn’t found anything, even when he had spent time in the library. Even though the bralinath trees had given him some knowledge, it had not been enough for him to piece things together. Everything he had seen within the archives had kept him distant, making it difficult for Gavin to identify much at all.

      The more time he spent with Wrenlow and Char there, the more he frustrated he felt. He was not a scholar. Despite what others tried to tell him—that he was going to need to use his mind to defeat Tenender and the others—Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if that was not going to be his destiny, nor would it be what he’d be best at. He had been more than happy to try to help, and more than happy to try to identify where he fit into stopping Tenender, but so far it had been with his blade, not with his mind.

      Telluminder watched him. “I do think that if you can find a way of traveling the same way they do, you will provide your friends, and those who are willing to fight, with a better means of defending yourselves against the threat of the order.”

      “I will do what I can,” Gavin said.

      “I hope you take this responsibility seriously, Champion.” Telluminder climbed down from dragon and began to totter away.

      “I have always taken my responsibility seriously.”

      Telluminder looked back. “This is a different one. This involves you following trails you may not understand, and trying to find answers. This involves piecing together a puzzle that has been lost to time. If you are not willing to do that, perhaps you need to permit others to take your place.”

      “I don’t know that I have a choice in that.”

      “You think the trees have forced you to follow this path?”

      Gavin frowned, then shrugged.

      “You are fully capable of exerting your own control and influence over it.”

      Telluminder headed away and left Gavin sitting on the dragon. He shook his head as he watched him go. Maybe he was right. Maybe he did need to resume his focus on the archives and on trying to uncover more information. Maybe then he might be able to help his friends, and…

      And what?

      He felt as if he was being pulled in different directions: trying to protect Yoran, trying to find answers, and dealing with the order.

      But through all of that, Gavin did wonder if being split in all those directions was exactly what the order wanted. Perhaps they needed him to be distracted so they didn’t have to worry about him.

      He tapped on the dragon’s side, and he began to feel a sense of energy as a surge of power flowed through the creature. It launched into the sky, and from there, they circled for a moment above Nelar. The city itself was quite lovely from the air. Gavin wasn’t as aware of the moss growing along the buildings, though some of the smell it emitted still lingered in the air, wafting into his nostrils. From his vantage, he could see that the buildings at the heart of the city that created a circle—an enchantment, he realized—had been placed with precision. He suspected that they were tied to whoever ruled the place, though he hadn’t taken any time to try to understand whether that was the case or not. None of it really made much difference to him. Whenever he came to Nelar, he didn’t spend much time here.

      He peered down and spotted the outpost where he had first encountered Tenender.

      He tapped on the dragon again and said, “Stay here.”

      The dragon turned its head to look back at him, and then Gavin jumped.

      Doing so was still strange for him, but he had realized that he could use the Leier patterns to keep himself from falling too rapidly. He focused on that wind pattern, twisting his hands so that he swirled and floated toward the outpost. He landed near it, then glanced up at the sky to see the dragon still circling overhead.

      He hurriedly headed inside the outpost. He hadn’t been back to check out what Tenender had done to the place since the attack, but maybe that was a mistake. Maybe he should have come back and tested whether he might find anything to help him understand if Tenender was after something more with this outpost in particular. Gavin didn’t know if this was a place of power. He doubted it was, but given what the order was seeking, he couldn’t help but wonder if the outpost was tied to it. If so, then he needed to dig into it to see if he might be able to uncover anything, and if he might be able to find out more about what the order was doing. Only then would he be able to handle them. At this point, that was the largest mystery for him and the others. If he could learn what Tenender wanted, they might be able to stop him from succeeding.

      He stood in the center of the outpost yard, and then he focused on the bralinath trees. He channeled the energy of the tree pattern as Imogen had taught him to do. As he continued to focus, he strained to push that power downward, deep into the courtyard, using whatever he could to feel that sense of magic. Then he began to push upward using the same connection as he had before. In doing so, he could feel some bit of power flowing up, out, and even around. He started to question if that power would provide him with a different sense of energy, but he thought that what he needed here and now was to continue to probe, letting that power sweep away from him so he could unleash it.

      The pattern that Imogen used was fairly straightforward. Then again, it didn’t feel straightforward. There was a part of this pattern that made him think he had to tap into something deep and significant. It seemed as if it was trying to bind him to some other aspect he could not fully grasp.

      Finally, Gavin released his hold.

      Maybe this was a waste of time. He wanted information, mostly so he could try to better understand Tenender and the order, but would it really happen here?

      He headed up to the door of the outpost and held his hand out against it. When he did, he felt a bit of weird pressure pushing against him. For a moment, Gavin lingered with his hand in place, letting that sense of energy flow, until…

      Something was building.

      He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that the more he was holding on to that sense of power, the clearer it was that he could feel something trying to push against him, as if whatever power was there was trying to overwhelm him.

      He called on his core reserves, and even that felt like it wasn’t enough. Then again, he had been relying on them quite a bit lately. Perhaps he had overused that power. He knew he had a limit to how much he could draw on.

      Could he use the Leier patterns? They seemed to channel a different type of magic.

      But as he stood there with his hand on the door, feeling that tremble of energy, Gavin knew that his abilities weren’t going to be enough. He focused, wondering if there might be some way he would be able to use that power, but he could not.

      It did not seem to hold.

      And then…

      Everything started to buckle.

      The outpost exploded.

      Gavin immediately pushed outward with his core reserves, even as that blast slammed him back. He braced himself, and the only thing he thought he could do was to try to use one of his connections to power, but nothing seemed to respond the way it should. He even attempted one of the Leier sacred patterns, but that did not work either.

      Then something grabbed him.

      His vision blurred, making it difficult for him to tell what was going on, so when he looked up, all he saw was a darkened shape. Was it Telluminder?

      No. Telluminder wouldn’t have been able to grab him like that.

      The dragon.

      Gavin focused on his core reserves and on pushing through that power, letting it flow into him so he could fortify himself, his vision, and everything around him. As he did, he managed to look up and see the dragon, realizing he was in its talons. Beyond that, though, he could not see much.

      He twisted his body, and the dragon released him enough so that he could turn in place and look down. He caught sight of the outpost below him. The building had been destroyed. Completely leveled. Now there was nothing more than a pile of debris. It reminded him of what had happened to Telluminder’s shop.

      Gavin wanted to tell the dragon that he needed to go back down. He had to see what was going on, and to know why the order would have targeted the outpost, but he didn’t have the strength to do any of that.

      Instead, everything started to go blurry again, and though he was holding on to his core reserves and trying to use that power to maintain whatever element of strength he could, his consciousness faded, and everything went black.
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      The sound of the dragon’s roar woke Gavin up. He jerked his head to the side, suddenly aware of where he was and remembering what happened. He was still clenched in the dragon’s talons as it carried him.

      He tried to move, but the dragon held him firmly, the long claws that had once been papery now gripping him, though not so tightly that they hurt him. He could feel that power, and despite feeling the squeeze, he knew the dragon was not trying to crush him. It was treating him almost delicately.

      Gavin took a deep breath, and he looked down again. The ground streamed past him, and as it did, he noticed familiar buildings, boulders, and even trees. He was almost back to Yoran.

      How long had he been out?

      Long enough for the dragon to travel from Nelar to Yoran, apparently. But even understanding that, he wasn’t sure if the dragon had flown straight to where they were now, or if it had circled to try to give Gavin a chance to come back around. He didn’t know.

      He pushed against the dragon, using not only his physical strength but also his magical strength. Then they started to descend.

      It didn’t take long for them to reach the edge of the city, and Gavin knew that the dragon would not try to breach the border. He didn’t know if the dragon had limitations because of the protections around Yoran, or if it was tied to a fear that the dragon had, or perhaps it was because Gavin himself had warned the dragon not to risk entering the city.

      Whatever it was, the dragon gently lowered him to the ground at the border. The creature landed and then turned to watch him.

      “I really have to thank you,” Gavin said. “I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t brought me back.”

      The dragon looked as if it were trying to tell him something, but he couldn’t understand what it was.

      “Did you feel anything there?” he asked.

      It was a strange question, he knew, but when he and Telluminder had been at the temple, Telluminder had suggested that the dragon had known that Gavin was in danger. Could it be that the dragon could feel the power he was drawing on, so it recognized when something was happening to him? At this point, he simply didn’t know, but he no longer questioned whether the connection between him and the dragon was significant. There was no doubt in his mind that it was. He could feel that power, and he could feel the way the dragon seemed to bond to him, almost as if it connected to something beyond just his own power.

      The dragon said nothing.

      Then again, during the times when he had attempted to connect to the dragon, Gavin had not been aware of anything, anyway. He felt the power he knew the dragon possessed, but other than that, he was never aware of anything more.

      “Be prepared,” he told it. “We may have to go someplace else soon.”

      The creature watched him for a moment, then launched into the sky. Gavin didn’t know what it did while he was in the city, and whether it would hunt like a normal predator, but he didn’t think an enchantment would need to eat. Maybe the dragon simply circled, but if that was the case, then Gavin was left questioning what sort of power fueled it, providing it with the energy necessary to stay in the air.

      He gathered himself and tested whether his connection to the bralinath trees and his core reserves remained intact. Thankfully, that power was still there.

      He started toward Yoran, when a voice drew his attention.

      “I see you, Alana,” he said.

      She strode away from one of the bells trees, though she didn’t move far. He flicked his gaze up to the tree, noting that there were at least three enchantments perched in the branches. He wondered how many more she might actually have, though with Alana, it was possible that he would never really know. She might only have the enchantments hidden within the tree, but she could also have enchantments throughout the city.

      “I saw the dragon coming,” she said.

      “You saw it, or you felt it?”

      She frowned. “Well, sometimes they’re the same. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      Gavin grunted and took a few steps before realizing that everything within him felt achy and stiff. He had been in a fight, but he hadn’t been hurt. As he felt that stiffness, some part of him was far more uneasy than before.

      “I can feel the dragon,” he said, “and considering that you made it, I’m not terribly surprised you have some persistent connection to it.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      Gavin arched a brow. “Why would that bother me?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t know if you’d be upset that I still had some connection to it.”

      “Not particularly.”

      He walked forward, ignoring the pain of it, and reached the enchantments that encircled the city. He could feel them beginning to build and try to exert their pressure against him, and he paused. Because of what he had gone through, and the explosion of power that had knocked him out, Gavin wanted to make sure he held on to his core reserves for another moment more to try to restore himself for as long as possible. He generally healed quickly, but in this case, and given what he felt, healing quickly wasn’t the only thing he needed. He needed a magical restoration as well. It might be better if he went and found Anna and borrowed some sh’rasn powder.

      “You’re hurt,” Alana said.

      “Just a little.”

      “It seems bad.”

      He shook his head. There was something about the way she said it that made him realize that she worried about him. She had suffered, he knew.

      “I found a new threat,” he told her.

      “The man you were dealing with?”

      “Well…” He glanced up at the sky, to where the dragon was still circling, though it had grown far more distant. “Something like that. He has friends now.”

      “They always do.”

      “Don’t they? And unfortunately, these friends are smart and have a sinister kind of knowledge, which puts us—me—in danger.”

      “Are you scared?”

      Gavin smiled. “You don’t have to worry, Alana.”

      “I’m not worried. You’ll keep us safe, right?”

      He nodded.

      “If they try to attack anybody, I know you’re going to deal with them,” she said.

      “You know that, do you?”

      “Well, you’ve always dealt with all the bad people that have come through here before.”

      “I suppose I have.”

      “Do you need something?” Alana asked. “I bet Zella could provide you with some sort of healing enchantment.”

      Gavin hadn’t taken those kinds of enchantments from Zella before, though he wasn’t surprised she had some. If anybody had enchantments that would be able to heal him, it would be her.

      “I don’t know that I need anything like that right now. I need rest, mostly. I used quite a bit of energy.”

      “And by that, you mean magic,” she said, grinning.

      Gavin shrugged. “I suppose I do.”

      “I think your friends are at that place you like.”

      “Are they? I didn’t realize that you’ve been spying on them.”

      “I’m not spying,” she said. “Okay, maybe I am. I like to think of it as watching, and keeping my eyes open.”

      “But they’re only your eyes, are they?”

      She flicked her gaze to the tree near her, and then turned her attention back to Gavin. “They are all my eyes. It’s just how I connect to them that makes them different.”

      “How late are you planning on staying out here?” he asked.

      “I was going to just sit and watch the stars, but now that you’re back, maybe I’ll come with you.”

      Gavin considered telling her to run along back to the fortress, and to those who were keeping her safe, but maybe that didn’t make the most sense, especially since he didn’t know if she needed his help. And there was a part of him that suspected that she did need something more than what he could provide.

      “Maybe I can have you stay with me for a little while longer,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Only in the city. I imagine Zella would be upset if I tried to drag you out of it. She knows the kinds of things I do, and the kinds of dangers I end up in. She would want to keep you safe from that as much as possible.”

      “Zella tries to keep me safe from everything in the world, but I think she needs to realize that she won’t be able to hold me inside the walls of the fortress the way she wants to.”

      “You should appreciate her concern,” Gavin said.

      “I do. Now, are you going to go find your friends?”

      He grabbed his communication enchantment and slipped it into his ear. He hadn’t been wearing it during his travels with Telluminder, partly because he needed to avoid the distraction. Too often, he would suddenly hear Wrenlow or Gaspar or even Anna pipe up in his ear, disrupting his concentration.

      “Lead the way,” he said.

      She flicked her gaze up to the sky toward the dragon, and then to the trees, whispering something Gavin couldn’t hear. Then she turned and headed into the city.

      It was getting late. It wasn’t dark quite yet, but when she had mentioned sitting and watching the stars, he thought she’d be waiting for a long time. But the sky had already started to become gray and overcast, so he suspected that she wouldn’t have been there as long as he had initially believed. It seemed as though he had been hurt and knocked out for longer than he realized. The dragon must’ve circled in the sky with him until he started to come around.

      He shook his head.

      Alana looked back at him, frowning for a moment. “What is it?” she asked.

      “Oh, it’s just that enchantment.” He glanced up, knowing he didn’t need to say anything more. He had the distinct sense that Alana knew exactly what he was looking at, and more than that, he could tell that she was still connected to the dragon in a way that allowed her to feel that power.

      “I can feel the dragon,” she said. “It grows more and more faint over time, but I think that’s the way it’s supposed to be. It worries about you.”

      “An enchantment can worry?”

      “That one can. Especially with everything you did to it.”

      “It’s a dragon. Dragons shouldn’t worry. They should…” He pursed his lips and looked over to Alana. “What do the stories say dragons should do?”

      “It depends on what kind you like to read.”

      Gavin grinned. They passed a quiet market near an older section of the city. Many carts were set up, and there were probably fifty people milling around, going from cart to cart to purchase different items.

      “What kinds of stories do you like to read?” he asked her.

      “Well, I’m partial to those where the dragons like to eat people.”

      He arched a brow at her. “Eat people?”

      “Only bad ones,” she said. “But some talk of dragons breathing fire. I don’t know if yours can do that, because it’s sort of made from something that wouldn’t really do well with that.”

      Gavin barked out a laugh, which elicited a look from one of the nearby shoppers. He avoided giving them a harsh glare like he normally would. Instead, he kept his focus on Alana.

      “I suppose that fire and paper don’t do so well. Then again, the dragon isn’t made of paper anymore. I’m not sure what it is, but I don’t think it’s the same material.”

      “Maybe not,” she said, though he could tell she wasn’t convinced. “But it probably would be a bad idea for the dragon to use fire. There are some stories that talk about dragons collecting jewels and gold and that sort of thing. Do you think your dragon is like that?”

      “Well, I don’t have much of a sense from it that it’s particularly concerned about wealth, but maybe it does that while I’m not with it.”

      “Oh, no. It’s always keeping an eye on you, Gavin.”

      He frowned, and he glanced up at the sky. There were times when he could feel the dragon in the distance, but knew it wasn’t right there with him, so he didn’t think the dragon was always keeping an eye on him.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “It’s always watching. That’s what I told it to do when I first made it, after all. It was supposed to help you with whatever you needed, but then it was supposed to watch while it waited for you. It was the way I thought it might help you the best. I figured you would like that.”

      Gavin nodded. “I suppose I would.”

      “Does it bother you?”

      He shook his head. “No. It doesn’t bother me. And I can’t always feel it watching me, but you might be right. When I needed the dragon, it was there.”

      “Because it keeps an eye on you,” Alana said.

      She slipped her hand into Gavin’s and walked with him through the city, weaving down narrow streets. She glanced up as they made their way between the buildings. “Some of these buildings are different. My birds tell me that. They change.”

      “Your birds change, or the buildings change?”

      “The buildings, silly. The birds don’t change. Well, sometimes I fold them differently.” She wrinkled her nose in what seemed to be concentration. “Sometimes I do that so I can see if they do something different if they’re folded in different shapes. Most of the time, I start anew. But I make so many.”

      As Gavin thought about what she said, he slowed, looking at the buildings around them. They were all made of gray stone, and the fading light reflected strange shadows on them. Some of the buildings had lights glowing in windows, but not all of them. This was a part of the city he had prowled through back when he had first come to Yoran, and he knew there were dangerous elements here. He wondered why Alana would have brought him through this area, but maybe she didn’t worry the same way he did. Given that she had her enchantments and, more than that, was a known enchanter who worked with Zella, she might be protected. At least, Gavin hoped that was the case.

      “About your enchantments,” he said. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about your connection to them. I know from Mekel and other enchanters that they can feel it when an enchantment they created is destroyed. Can you?”

      “I feel… something?” She shook her head. “I don’t know how to describe it, though. There are different aspects that I can feel, but others I can’t. It’s like those that I’m connected to are the ones I feel. But I don’t feel all of them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Sometimes when I fold the paper, it seems like I’m folding some part of the enchantment away.” She looked up at Gavin as if she was trying to explain it to him in a way he could understand. When they talked, there were times where he felt like he was the child and she was the mentor, only because Alana seemed to know some things that she shouldn’t. “Other times, they stay connected. I don’t really know what it is. But once you take them and do whatever it is that you do to them, I don’t feel them when they go away.” She gave him a big smile.

      He was quiet for a moment. “I suppose that’s better. I don’t want you to hurt because of anything I’m doing.”

      “I also don’t want you to hurt, Gavin.”

      She squeezed his hand and then dragged him with her.

      He needed to find a way to keep her safe. Maybe even safe from herself. She was still young enough and precocious enough that she would probably get herself into trouble. And with that being the case, he was going to have to have words with Zella, he suspected, though he had a hard time thinking she would be receptive to him offering her any advice on how to mentor a child. Even somebody as gifted as Alana obviously was.

      “Why did you come this way?” he asked.

      “Isn’t this the way you usually go?”

      “I don’t really have a usual route anymore. There was a time when I did, but now I just take whatever path is easiest. It would be nice if I could just show up where I want to be.”

      “Maybe you could. You do have different enchantments.”

      “I try not to let the enchantments work in the city,” Gavin said. “I don’t know that they’ll stay intact as well as they should, especially with all the protections the constables have put up.”

      “I don’t know that it’s going to work either,” she said.

      “The enchantments?”

      “Not that. The things the constables think they’re doing to protect the city.”

      She flicked her gaze up, and Gavin had the distinct sense that she was looking around at some of her folded enchantments scattered around. With what Davel Chan and the others had done, he would’ve expected that there would be defenses strewn all over Yoran that would keep Alana from using her enchantments, especially since he didn’t think she was putting much power into them. But given how often she was glancing up to the rooflines, and occasionally to different trees, he was left wondering if she had a different connection and a different power he did not know about.

      “Most of them work,” she said, “but sometimes they don’t hold the way they think they do. You understand that, don’t you?”

      “I do. And I think if the constables learned that you knew that, they would be a bit more concerned.”

      “They don’t have to worry about me. I’m not going to attack the city.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said.

      Gavin continued to follow her, and as he did, he remembered taking the same route a long time ago. He had been working with Gaspar, hunting down different enchantments, trying to return them to the enchanters.

      Did Alana’s enchantments know about that?

      He watched her, but she seemed happy as she skipped her way down the street, occasionally whistling, which made Gavin think that her enchantments were reacting to that as much as anything.

      He said nothing, but it didn’t change his concern for her.

      The part of the city they were now in was relatively quiet, despite the fact that there were more people in Yoran than there had been before. Then again, it wasn’t as if the newcomers occupied the city so much as they expanded the borders of it. There were the Leier and the others with Imogen, along with the El’aras, though many of the El’aras had taken over some of the ancient buildings on the outskirts, and they had begun to restore some of those structures to their former glory.

      “We’re almost there,” Gavin said, peering up the street and seeing the Roasted Dragon off in the distance. Aromas permeated the air, and a bit of music drifted out into the night, suggesting that Jessica had hired a minstrel to play, as she often did. “I’m wondering if maybe you should be getting off to where you need to be tonight.”

      “I am where I need to be tonight,” Alana said, glancing up at him. “You don’t want me to help?”

      “Well…” He let out a heavy sigh. “Promise me you won’t tell Zella.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes widened.

      “What?”

      “Well, I thought you wanted to visit with her.” She looked toward the Dragon. “She’s up there. With the others.”

      “Is she coming out?”

      “I thought… You don’t want to meet with them?”

      “I don’t think I have much choice in who I meet with. I’m going to need to try to coordinate things with those who are here, and maybe…” Gavin let out another sigh. He hadn’t heard anything through his enchantment since he had returned to Yoran, but that didn’t necessarily mean that the people he needed to meet with were not here. In fact, the silence suggested that maybe they were all together, distracted by their own conversation, so that they weren’t paying any attention to Gavin’s arrival in the city. “I need to get this taken care of,” he said. “Otherwise, I think I’m going to be pulled in too many directions, and won’t be able to help with everyone who needs it.”

      “Oh. Good. I thought you were going to be cross with me.”

      “Of course not,” he said, and let her lead him down the street toward the Dragon, and toward a different kind of trouble. This one would need a distinct part of the Chain Breaker. Not a fighter. Not the person Tristan had trained. Now Gavin would have to be someone else.

      After what he’d been through earlier in the day, he thought that maybe it would be easier for him to be that person, but then again, maybe it wouldn’t be. He was tired, but he also felt as if he had to be prepared in ways he could not be. He had to find a way to be a mediator, an organizer, and a problem solver.

      He was going to have to be a leader.

      And that was not anything Tristan had ever trained him to be.
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      The inside of the Dragon smelled familiar, and that was what struck Gavin first: the scent of roasted meats mixed with something almost sweet, a reminder of whatever Jessica had been brewing up that night, and then there was the typical aroma of ale. The minstrel playing in the front corner was strumming a lute, singing in a warbly voice, yet there were a half-dozen people dancing in front of him, oblivious to the fact that he was terrible.

      Gavin had long since given up on questioning Jessica’s awful musical taste, as she had proven it time and again. But he also found it a bit amusing, and had started to wonder if she did it simply to annoy him, though these days she didn’t know if he was going to come in. Back when he and Jessica had been together, that had been more likely, but now it was a much lower possibility.

      Alana tugged on his hand, guiding him into the tavern. Gavin shut the door once he was inside, and he swept his gaze around until he saw Gaspar sitting in a booth near one wall. Alana pulled Gavin straight toward him.

      “There you are, boy,” Gaspar said, and then he flicked his gaze to Alana. He regarded her for a long moment, before looking up at him. It seemed like there was a question that lingered in Gaspar’s eyes. “What were you doing?”

      “Oh, nothing more than dealing with a new threat,” he said.

      He motioned for Alana to grab a chair, while he sunk into the booth. Imogen wasn’t there, which surprised him. He would’ve expected her to be with Gaspar, though she did have different responsibilities than him now. She led her people and was needed to keep them coordinated.

      “Telluminder sent word, and I went to see what he needed.”

      “By yourself?”

      “I didn’t think I needed permission to go.”

      “It’s not about permission,” Gaspar said, shaking his head. “It’s about not doing anything stupid. We know what’s going on with that Tenender, as well as the danger he poses. I just figured you would get help if you went after him.”

      Gavin breathed out heavily, and he looked around the tavern. Only then did he see Imogen standing near the back, talking to several people. All of them were Leier, he suspected. Alana dragged a chair over, and she plopped down onto it, looking over to Gaspar and watching him.

      “I didn’t go after Tenender,” Gavin said to Gaspar. “I went to Telluminder because he called to me. He had information. At least, I thought he did, but after I got there, I was attacked, and his place was destroyed.”

      Gaspar frowned. “And you didn’t send word?”

      “You wouldn’t have been able to do anything.”

      “You seem to think that about me a lot.”

      “Well, we were quite a ways away, and I had the dragon, and I needed to try to figure out what was going on. And honestly, I didn’t think I was in any danger.”

      Gaspar leaned back and cupped his hands around his mug of ale. “So now we have something new to be worried about?”

      “Unfortunately. I also think I know a bit more about what Tenender was doing and who he was working with, but I don’t know exactly.”

      “Go on.”

      Gavin glanced over to Alana. He didn’t want to scare her. At the same time, when it came to this sort of thing, and magic in general, he had a sense that he couldn’t scare her.

      Instead, he took a deep breath, let it out, and then shrugged. “So here’s the deal,” he said. He proceeded to explain the order, everybody he and Telluminder had encountered, and the danger they posed. Gaspar sat quietly as Gavin described the attack on the temple, and then how they had broken free. Gaspar frowned when Gavin told him what had happened to the outpost.

      “There shouldn’t have been anything there,” Gaspar said.

      “I don’t know if he timed it, or if he returned there, but it was destroyed.”

      “Why two places in Nelar?”

      “They’ve been looking for power,” Gavin said. “And I don’t know. Maybe they attacked it because they’re trying to keep us from finding something similar.”

      “What does your other friend have to say about it?”

      “Which one?”

      “The one who’s from that city originally. Gods, boy. That’s where you should’ve gone right away. If anything is happening there, you would think that she would have some connection to knowing what it is and how to stop it so we don’t have to keep wondering what’s going on.”

      “Unfortunately, it sounds like Jayna’s been missing. Telluminder doesn’t know what happened to her or where she’s gone, though he’s been searching. At least, I have the sense that he’s been searching. So I don’t know.”

      “Do you think anybody does? We have that sorcerer in Ishan who’s friends with her, and maybe he can get word to her.”

      “It’s possible,” Gavin said. “But even if Char manages to do that, we’re still dealing with the same issue. It’s the order, it’s the power they’re after, and it’s about something we don’t know enough about.” He looked over to Alana. “I’m not sure you need to be here for all of this.”

      “If it’s going to affect us in Yoran, shouldn’t I hear it?”

      “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “You think these people of the order are bad?”

      “I think they are. They obviously want to do bad things and hurt people we care about, and they’re doing it because they’re chasing after power or knowledge or the gods know what.” He shook his head.

      Alana sat quietly.

      Gaspar leaned toward Gavin. “Was that really necessary?” he whispered.

      “I’m not trying to scare her. I don’t even know that I can. I figure with Alana, we need to use a direct approach, especially since she’s listening anyway.” He glanced over to her again. “Aren’t you?”

      “Well…”

      Gaspar snorted. “Those are your enchantments I’ve been seeing all over the city, aren’t they?”

      “You’ve seen them?” Gavin asked.

      “I was a thief. I’m trained to keep an eye out for things that are out of the ordinary, but I didn’t think those would belong to this child. Did Zella set you up to do that?”

      “No,” she said.

      Gaspar frowned.

      “I don’t think Zella knows quite what Alana’s been doing,” Gavin said. “If she did, she might be a bit upset. Wouldn’t she?”

      Alana said nothing.

      At this point, Gavin didn’t really know what would upset Zella when it came to how much Alana did. It was possible Zella knew, though he didn’t think she was fully aware of all the things Alana had been doing, and all the different enchantments she had been placing everywhere so she could observe what was taking place in the city. Gavin believed that Alana had done some of that on her own.

      Jessica strode over, her auburn hair pulled back and her apron smeared with a bit of grease. She looked at Gavin for a long moment, and she seemed to be holding back an unasked question. That wasn’t uncommon when it came to Jessica, especially these days. There was a time when she would have asked anything that was on her mind, but over the last year or so, ever since Gavin had gone his own way, she had been far more reserved.

      “I hear you’ve been tasked with coordinating the different factions within the city,” she said.

      “You heard?” Gavin asked, and Gaspar shifted in his seat.

      “There are certain things that don’t escape me, Gavin. And given that the city has been active like it has, there are those who like to talk. Especially because they feel as if I have some sort of connection to you.” She took the towel that was resting on her shoulder, whipped it down on her leg, and shook her head. “They don’t realize that you don’t share everything that’s in your brain, not even with Gaspar.”

      Gavin glanced over to him. “I keep the old man involved.”

      Gaspar laughed, then took a drink of his ale. “You keep me involved only so much as you think you have to. Once you feel it’s not necessary, you exclude me.” He looked over to Alana. “Don’t let the boy do the same thing to you.”

      “The boy is Gavin?” she asked.

      “He’s the boy. And I’ve seen the enchantments you made him.”

      “Leave her alone,” Jessica said. “Are you hungry?”

      Alana bowed her head politely. “I am, Miss Jessica.”

      “Then I’ll get you a plate of something.” Jessica slung her towel back up onto her shoulder, then spun and headed back to the kitchen.

      “Obviously, you’ve been spending some time here,” Gavin said to Alana.

      “Miss Jessica has been happy to have me. And I come by from time to time to see if you’re here.”

      “Why don’t you go and see if Miss Jessica needs your help with anything,” Gaspar said.

      To Gavin’s surprise, Alana got to her feet and hurried off into the kitchen.

      When the door to the kitchen swung close, Gaspar leaned over to Gavin and flicked his gaze in its direction. “You have to be careful with that one.”

      “Alana?”

      “I know you have a soft spot for her. Considering what she’s made you, and the various ways you’ve found to use those enchantments, I get it. But that doesn’t mean that the kind of thing she does don’t raise questions.”

      “Her enchantments? Well, if you’re concerned about the ways she’s been placing enchantments around the city, I understand. She revealed that to me. I was thinking she might be able to provide you with information.”

      Gaspar sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      Gavin told him about all the enchantments he suspected Alana had a hand in, and how they might provide a way of coordinating their efforts.

      Gaspar nodded slowly, pressing his lips together in another tight frown. “That’s exactly the kind of thing I’m concerned about. We simply don’t know what she might try to do, and more than that, we don’t really understand her enchantments.”

      Gavin shook his head. “No, Gaspar. We aren’t going down that path.”

      “And what path is that?”

      “Fearing something we don’t understand. Now, I get that she has a different kind of power than what you’re familiar with.”

      “Different? It’s not even close to the same, boy.”

      “Well, I get it. They’re not typical enchantments. It’s a different kind of power. I understand your concern about it, but this city has been through all that repeatedly enough that it’s time for us to move past it. We need to allow the people who come here, with their various powers, to utilize them for the defense of the city. You’ve seen just how much Yoran has been changing, and with as many different people as are here, it’s only going to continue to change. You objecting to that isn’t going to make anything better.”

      Gaspar shook his head, and he grunted. “I’m not trying to say that. I’m just trying to get you to recognize that there might be dangers you are blinded to.”

      “I’m fully aware of the different dangers.”

      “Are you?” He glanced over to the kitchen door again before turning his attention back to Gavin. “What do you know about the kind of enchantment she makes?”

      “It’s tied to the paper she uses.”

      “Is it just paper?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that. Is it only paper, or is there something else about her enchantments that she could fold?”

      Gavin pursed his lips, but even as he did, he started to understand just what Gaspar was getting at.

      Folding.

      He leaned back, flicking his gaze over to the door to the kitchen. With as many enchantments as Alana made, Gavin guessed that she probably had some scattered around the inside of the tavern as well, which would allow her to observe and hear everything that was happening. And if that was the case, then he had to be careful with what he said. He certainly didn’t want to upset Alana by doubting her motives, but he also started to wonder if perhaps Gaspar was right. Maybe he did need to ask questions he had not been.

      “I see,” Gavin said.

      “Do you?”

      “I see what you’re trying to say. You’re wanting me to be careful so that I don’t come to rely on different magic. It’s like what Tristan always taught me,” Gavin said, glancing over to the door once more. “I shouldn’t rely on anything other than myself when it comes down to it.”

      Gaspar held Gavin’s gaze for a long moment, and then he nodded. “Glad you understand.”

      He couldn’t help but wonder, though. Given what Gaspar suggested, and what Gavin had overlooked, there was the possibility that a link existed between how Alana folded her paper enchantments and the way he and the others had been transported into other realms by such similar power. They were folded—that was the way it had always felt to him. If there was anything he might be able to learn and use, wouldn’t doing that now make a difference so they could understand what exactly Tenender was after?

      “What were you saying about me?”

      Gavin looked up at the voice, and he realized a shadowy form was sitting at a table nearby. Tristan. He hadn’t even known he was there, but he was seated with several of the other El’aras that Gavin also hadn’t been paying attention to.

      And as he looked over, he realized why that was. He wasn’t supposed to be aware of them. They were using some sort of enchantment to blend in with their surroundings. They looked as if they were any other person in the city, but now that Gavin had heard Tristan speak, he was able to see through the enchantment in a way he hadn’t been able to before.

      “What are you doing here?” Gavin asked.

      “Waiting for you,” Tristan said, glancing over. “Along with a few others. We’ve been told that you’re going to be coordinating the effort in Yoran.”

      “Who said that?”

      “It was passed on to the El’aras, along with others in the city, to make sure everybody knew that if we had any issues, we were to approach you with them.”

      Gaspar laughed. “Looks like he’s already got you working for him, boy.”

      “It only took him until now to do it,” Gavin said. “Strange, isn’t it?”

      “It’s only strange if you let yourself think it is. I figured that Davel Chan would eventually find a way to get you working for him, even if he gives you the perception that you are the one calling the shots. In this case, while you might have a bit of autonomy, he’s still running things here.”

      “Well, if you ask him, it’s his city.”

      “If you ask him,” Gaspar said, nodding. “But is it, really?”

      Gavin shrugged.

      Tristan dragged a chair over and took a seat across from him and Gaspar. “What’s the play?”

      Ever since his injury, he had been slow to recover. Gavin had found himself wondering how much Tristan would fully heal, and whether he would get back to the person he had been. Gavin still didn’t know if Tristan had completely recovered or not, as there were times when he would look off into the distance with a blank expression on his face. Tristan had not ventured out with him since his recovery because Gavin didn’t know that he wanted to rely on him. But he also wondered if there was something more that Tristan might be able to help with that Gavin could not do on his own. Tristan was the one who had trained him, after all, and he had knowledge that others did not, even though Gavin was curious as to its purpose.

      “The play is that we need to get the city ready,” Gavin said.

      Tristan snorted. “That’s not the play I’m asking about, but if it’s the one you think we need to know about, then so be it.” He looked behind him. “I’m sure Anna has made it clear that the El’aras have been offering levels of protection to the city and securing some of the ancient buildings in order to solidify the old power that once had been here.”

      Anna had not, in fact, shared anything about that with Gavin, but it didn’t surprise him that she had been doing that. She’d been welcomed into the city, and so had her people, so it made sense that she would do whatever it took for her to feel like her people were safe in Yoran. Even if the danger came from someplace internal.

      “I haven’t been chatting with Anna all that much since we returned.”

      “Sounds like you’re disappointed,” Tristan said.

      “I understand the intricacies of such things,” Gavin said.

      Tristan glanced over to Gaspar. “What about you? Do you understand the intricacies?”

      Gaspar snorted and took another drink of his ale. “I know that the boy has an interest in that woman, but he also recognizes that she’s dangerous. He’s being cautious. Which is a bit surprising, given what I know of him.”

      “Thanks,” Gavin said.

      “Well, if you don’t think you need to be cautious, then don’t be. Throw yourself in there.”

      “Gavin was always good at throwing himself at things,” Tristan said.

      “Enough,” Gavin said. It was one thing for Gaspar to tease him, which he had come to appreciate, but only because the two of them were friends. Tristan’s teasing felt quite different. There was something about it that was almost mean, and because he and Tristan had had a strange, strained relationship over the years, Gavin had no interest in that.

      Tristan held up his hands. “I was just alluding to the fact that you’ve always been happy to throw yourself into a fight.”

      “I’ve always needed to throw myself into a fight,” Gavin said. “That doesn’t mean I would be happy to do it. And now I’m going to do whatever I need to protect Yoran, since it’s my city.”

      “What makes it yours?” Tristan asked.

      Gavin found Gaspar watching him with intensity, and he knew there were also the same questions in Tristan’s eyes. Gavin had gone through this with Gaspar before, but he had never shared it with Tristan. And maybe now was the time for him to do it, especially because Tristan was the reason he’d had the difficulties he’d experienced in recent years.

      “It’s my city because I chose it.”

      “I see,” Tristan said.

      “I don’t really care if you do or not. There are still things about my past you haven’t shared with me.”

      “Well, you keep throwing yourself at new problems so we don’t have the time for us to have those conversations.”

      “There would be time, but I have a feeling you don’t really care to talk.”

      Tristan shrugged. “Does dredging up the past make a difference for your future?”

      Gavin almost said no. And most of the time, he would have believed that it would not matter, since he could not help but think of how there would be no way for anything he might do, or say, or feel, or be to make a difference like that. But in this case, he didn’t know if that was true or not.

      There was the fact of what he had done for the El’aras with the bralinath trees that had revealed aspects of the past, and of himself, that he had not yet fully mastered.

      And maybe that was where he needed to go, anyway.

      He smiled to himself.

      “What is it?” Gaspar asked.

      “Tristan just answered my question for me.”

      “He didn’t really answer anything.”

      “Not really, but he answered enough. And it’s what he said”—Gavin glanced over to Tristan and nodded to him—“that makes a difference for me.”

      As Gaspar opened his mouth to speak, his question went unanswered when Alana and Jessica emerged from the kitchen, both carrying trays. Jessica’s expression soured when she saw Tristan, but she said nothing as she set the trays down in front of them.

      “Now,” Jessica said, sliding into the booth next to Gavin. “Do you need help talking through what you intend to do?”

      Gavin glanced over to Tristan, then Gaspar, and back to Jessica. “Actually, this is something I think you could help me with quite a bit.”

      “Because I sell ale?”

      “No. Because you’re Jessica, and you have a way with the people in the city that I don’t. And because I think it would suit you.”

      She watched him for a long moment, then shared a look with Alana, before finally nodding. “You know I’ll do whatever I can to help, Gavin. Even if it means working with him.” She tipped her head toward Tristan, and then Gaspar. “And him.”

      “What did I do?” Gaspar asked.

      “Well, you’re sitting with the two of them, so I have to lump you together.”

      “Great. I think I need new friends.”

      “Oh, you definitely need that,” Gavin said, laughing.

      He grabbed one of the trays of food and began to eat, his mind working through the various things he had to do, and not having the answers he thought he needed. Not yet. But a plan began to form in his head. He had been struggling with what the order intended to do. Maybe the answer was going to come from the bralinath trees, but it wasn’t just what they could provide him as far as information about the order. It was what he could learn about himself that might also add to it. He might come up with the answers he had been wondering about—answers that had been plaguing him ever since he had come to learn about his own truths. That he was part El’aras.

      Even if it made little difference for him in the long run, it was still something Gavin thought he had to know. And until he had those answers, he might feel incomplete.

      He chewed slowly and looked around as he continued to try to come up with the answers he needed. He didn’t have them. Not yet. But he thought they were out there, and increasingly, he thought he knew what he was going to have to do to find them.
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      The city was quiet as Gavin walked through the streets. He had made plans to meet with those who’d been invited to form the coalition, as he had come to think of it. They were making their own preparations to meet with him, but so far, he didn’t have anything he could do until everything was ready. And so he waited.

      Worse, he needed Anna’s help for what he wanted to do with the bralinath trees. He thought he needed to better understand the energy they provided and the gift of knowledge they offered. Unfortunately, he had not been able to uncover anything quite yet.

      Gavin focused on the protections around the city, and though he didn’t feel any defects within them, he found himself increasingly compelled to test them, similar to the way he had seen Davel Chan do so. Davel often came out to the perimeter of the city and wandered along it, testing whether the protections held, which Gavin was doing now. His reason was a bit different, though. He understood that the order might have a way of bypassing some of the protections, and he wondered if he might be the only one able to uncover that, so he found himself watching, as well as seeking answers.

      “You came out here again?” Alana said, stepping out of the shadows behind him. She had a different enchantment in hand, and though Gavin couldn’t see what it was, he could feel that she had added some aspect of power into it. She likely was holding it to use it for whatever powerful purpose she had planned.

      “I’m waiting,” he said. “We have to coordinate the protection for the city.” He looked off into the distance, into the darkness, and stared. Gaspar’s comment about Alana and her power had stuck with him, and increasingly, he found himself with a different set of questions. He wondered just how much Gaspar might be right about what was taking place, and what they had to be concerned about when it came to Alana and everything she was capable of.

      He turned and looked at her. She was twisting the enchantment in her hand, folding it even more.

      “Alana…” Gavin started. He knew he had to pick his words carefully, but he also needed answers. “I wanted to talk to you about your enchantments.”

      She looked up and smiled. “I’ve told you that you can ask for any enchantment you want. I don’t really know what kinds are going to be the most useful for you, but if I have anything that will help, I’m more than happy to share it with you.”

      “I understand.” He glanced down at what she was folding, and found himself marveling at the intricacy of it. The darkness made it difficult for him to see its features, but there was enough glowing lantern light, and magical light, from around the city that he could see some level of detail. “This is not so much asking for an enchantment as it is asking about your enchantments.”

      She stopped folding, her hands motionless in front of her, which was unusual for her. Gavin had seen her folding and working so often that he found it odd for her to be holding still.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked quietly.

      “I’ve told you about the bad people that have attacked me, and the city, and others, haven’t I?”

      She nodded. “You have. It sounds… scary.”

      “It is scary. And they have knowledge that I don’t have.”

      “Do they?”

      “I first saw it when we were attacked by the Sul’toral. Do you remember when the Sul’toral attacked us?”

      “You know I do, Gavin.”

      There was a different intensity to her words now, and he realized that Alana was fully aware of how much he was trying to ask now.

      “There was a time when Gaspar and I were attacked, and we were sent to what I refer to as a prison realm. We were trapped in that place. There was a way they transported us to that realm by force. It was strange. Ever since then, I’ve seen it several other times. I’ve felt it too.” He held her gaze. “It feels like I get folded to another place.”

      Alana looked down at her hands, at the enchantment she was holding, before meeting Gavin’s eyes again. “You think my enchantment can help you travel like that?”

      “Not exactly,” he said, though there was a possibility that what she was doing and how she folded her enchantments might help them in ways he hadn’t even considered. It was something he ought to pay attention to so he could see if he might learn from it. “What I’m more curious about is whether there’s anything your enchantments might help us understand about how to fold. Does that make sense?”

      “It does.”

      “Good. I was hopeful that it would, because I think we need to better understand what it is so we can learn what those we’ve been dealing with are able to do. If we can learn what they do, we might be able to counter it. Do you get that?”

      “Of course I do. If my ability helps you in any way, I’m happy to do it.” She started to fold her enchantment again. “But I don’t know that I can help you travel the way you’re asking. The only things I know how to make are these. I’ve been working with them ever since I first learned how to make enchantments.”

      “Where did you learn how to do it?”

      “What was that?” she asked, looking up at him before turning her attention back to the enchantment.

      “Where did you learn how to make them?”

      “I…” She frowned. “You know, I think I’ve always known how to do it.”

      “You never had to be taught?”

      “Well, I’ve never really needed to. I feel like I’ve always known, and the only thing I had to learn was how to modify different things. That, and how to make different types of folds.” She glanced up at Gavin again. “It’s almost like I can see something in my mind, and I can see how it’s supposed to fold and form. When I do, then I can make it, and I can use that. Does that make any sense?”

      “It does,” he said.

      Having knowledge like that could mean many things. At this point, it was possible that she had been shown something and forgotten. He didn’t think she was hiding something from him, but he didn’t really know.

      The other possibility was that she had knowledge the same way he did. There were different kinds of power, and at this point, Gavin was forced to acknowledge that they were external. Enchantments or anything tied to magic in any particular way would not offer her a means of trying to understand what was taking place. And if that was the case, then did that mean Alana was tied to some power that helped her know how to fold?

      He needed to spend more time with her, to understand just what she could do with her enchantments. More than that, he was going to have to work with Wrenlow, who had been mostly absent these days as he continued to dig into the records in the library. He hoped Alana understood, and hoped he could work with her to keep her from being upset.

      “Gavin.”

      The voice almost made Gavin jump before he realized that it came from his pocket, of all things. He pulled out the enchantment Telluminder had given him, and it glowed faintly because it had been activated.

      “Who is that?” Alana asked.

      “A scholar who’s been helping me,” Gavin said.

      “Gavin,” Telluminder said again.

      He looked into the enchantment. “I’m here. I’m with a friend of mine.”

      Alana glanced up at him with an expression that seemed almost uneasy. He wasn’t sure why he thought that.

      “My network has detected something,” Telluminder said.

      “What is it this time? More of the order?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know. But considering what we encountered the last time, I think it is reasonable to assume it’s tied to that, and that we need to investigate. Are you available?”

      Gavin was supposed to be meeting with the other delegates to help coordinate the defenses in Yoran, but maybe he needed to do this first. The others weren’t quite ready for him anyway, even though he was prepared for anything.

      “I’m available.”

      “I don’t know if you should,” Alana said. “The others are waiting for you.”

      “I plan on being back quickly. If it’s anything like the last time…”

      If it was anything like the last time, then Gavin was in danger, and he might need to be careful so he didn’t end up hurt.

      Which meant he needed protections. Enchantments often carried benefits that would help protect him when the other types of magic failed, and they offered power he didn’t always have. When he had first trained with Tristan, Gavin had been taught not to rely on enchantments. Even now, he occasionally found it difficult to not use them.

      “Give me a few moments to make my preparations, and then I can meet you,” Gavin said through the enchantment.

      “I don’t know how many moments we have,” Telluminder said. “And you won’t be meeting me. There’s another person you will meet with.”

      “Are you sure you can trust them?”

      “I am fairly confident of it.”

      Gavin had the distinct sense that Telluminder was amused by what he was saying, and by what he left unsaid. He waited for Telluminder to explain.

      “Follow the enchantment. It will guide you.”

      “This enchantment will guide me? I thought it was just our way of communicating, and nothing more.”

      “That is but one use, Chain Breaker.”

      Gavin turned to Alana as the enchantment fell silent. “It looks like I’m going to need to leave the city for a little while, though I’m hopeful it will not be that long.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Actually, you can help. I need you to let the others know that I’m going to be gone.” He would be able to tell Gaspar using their communication enchantment, but giving Alana a task like this might help her feel useful. “I would also love it if you could make sure Zella and the other enchanters are prepared.”

      “Do you need to get anything for yourself?”

      He shook his head. “I have them. I just needed to take a few moments to get them ready.”

      She watched him, then flicked her gaze up to the sky. “It looks like your friend is here.”

      Gavin had felt the dragon coming, and wasn’t terribly surprised that Alana had felt it too. Given her connection to the enchantment she had made, he figured that she would be aware of the dragon at all times, possibly even more so than him. But then, that connection had continued to shift and change, and he believed that the enchantment would eventually become something different over time, even if he still had to share it with Alana.

      He slipped his other enchantment into his ear, and he tapped on the earpiece. “Gaspar. I just wanted to give you fair warning that I need to head out of the city and investigate something Telluminder found.”

      “Do you want help?”

      “I want you to keep working with the others to coordinate things here.”

      “Happy to do that, but if whatever you’re going to do is tied to this order you’ve been dealing with, then you may need some of us to come with you.”

      “Maybe,” Gavin said. “But I have a feeling that I don’t need anyone just yet.”

      “Boy…”

      “I’m not going to go off and do anything dangerous.”

      “Now I know you’re lying,” Gaspar said. “At least bring supplies.”

      “Planning on it.”

      As the dragon landed nearby, Gavin climbed onto its back and tapped it on the side. Alana was watching him, but she soon turned her attention to the dragon and focused on it. That left him wondering if she was trying to further some connection between the two of them. If she was more advanced in her ability, she might be a great ally to have with him, but he wasn’t going to bring a child into a dangerous situation. Some distant part of himself raised the point, though. I was a child when I went into battle for the first time.

      But he wasn’t about to force somebody else into that lifestyle.

      “Go and work with the others,” Gavin said. “And I’d like to talk more when I get back. Maybe we can figure out if there’s anything about the folding that will help me understand what the order can do.”

      “Of course.” She stepped forward, and she patted the dragon on the side. “Take it safely.”

      Gavin let it fly, and only after a little while did he lean forward to talk to it. “I don’t know if you have a connection to Alana, but I want you to keep it sealed off as much as you can. Do you think you can do that?” The dragon didn’t say anything, didn’t react, though Gavin wondered if it even understood him. “And we need to head back down toward our supplies.”

      The dragon immediately began to bank downward and descended until they reached the entrance to the hidden El’aras hall just outside Yoran. Gavin hopped off before it even came to a complete stop. He raced toward the entrance and then down the stairs into a wide stone chamber that was now empty, other than a large trunk in one corner. Gavin hurried to the trunk and pressed his hand against it, using his core reserves to unlock it. Inside was a stash of enchantments. After sorting through them, he grabbed what he thought might be useful and stuffed them into his pocket. He raced back out to the dragon, and then stopped.

      He wasn’t alone.

      “I heard you were leaving,” Tristan said, standing near the dragon. He was dressed in a cloak, with a pair of swords attached to his waist and a long satchel over his shoulder. How had he managed to get out here so quickly? Gavin hadn’t been underground that long. Certainly not long enough for Tristan to have come and surprised him.

      “You heard that?”

      “I heard something came up. And that the meeting was delayed.”

      “How did you get out here?”

      “Think I don’t have any method of traveling, boy?”

      “I think you don’t have the same means I do,” Gavin said, looking over at the dragon. “So I ask again: How did you get out here?”

      Tristan motioned to the shadowy form that Gavin hadn’t noticed at first. It looked like one of Mekel’s stone wolves.

      “I see.”

      “Interesting enchantments, aren’t they? Powerful too. And when he knew I was wanting to help you, I didn’t have any difficulty getting him to share them with me. For a price.” He frowned at Gavin. “I imagine they don’t charge you quite what they charge me, though.”

      “They don’t charge me at all.”

      Tristan snorted. “Do you need help where you’re going?”

      Gavin almost told him no, but having Tristan might actually be beneficial. As much as it pained him to admit, there were things that Tristan could still do. Especially armed with different enchantments.

      “How strong is your El’aras connection?” Gavin asked.

      “What kind of a question is that?”

      “Because I don’t know what we’re going to deal with, and I want to know what danger you might be in. If I have to fight on your behalf, I need to know about it. If you aren’t in any danger, and you’re strong enough to defend yourself, I also need to know that. So, again, how strong is your El’aras connection? I know that some part of it faded during the attack, and I want to be certain that you’re able to be protected.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me. I have enough enchantments here to take care of anything.”

      “And if we go someplace where the enchantments don’t work?”

      “How often does that happen?”

      “More often than I care to admit. Can you just answer the question, Tristan?”

      “It’s diminished,” Tristan finally said. “Not gone, but it’s not as strong as it once was. However, I can still be of use. I told you that you don’t have to depend on powers to be strong, didn’t I? Is that not what I trained you for?”

      “You trained me for a lot of things,” Gavin said. “But in this case, I wonder if what you trained me for would even make a difference. You aren’t wrong, though. I could use help. An extra hand. Somebody else that’s familiar with enchantments. I don’t know what we might find, but I’ve learned that it’s helpful to have somebody else along with me. Even somebody that isn’t always trustworthy.”

      “Well, maybe I can earn a bit of your trust again.”

      “It’s doubtful, but I’m open to you trying. Now, climb onto the dragon. Let’s get going.”

      “Do you know where we’re heading?” Tristan asked.

      “Not at all, but I have a way of following it.”

      As Gavin said it, the enchantment that Telluminder had given him began to vibrate. That was what he would have to follow, though he didn’t know how it was going to guide them where he needed. But if the order was involved, he was willing to try whatever it took to get those answers.
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      As the dragon soared through the air, Gavin focused on the vibration within the marker to help guide them. He could feel the energy of the enchantment, along with the power it possessed, as it carried them toward some unknown. The air seemed thin, and the wind lashed around him, but he forced himself to ignore the cold. He couldn’t see much below, but he trusted the dragon.

      Tristan stayed mounted behind him, leaning forward every so often, and Gavin was aware of him attempting to use his El’aras connection, almost as if he was trying to draw upon power to share with Gavin. A surge of energy came from Tristan, flowing into the enchanted dragon, but the dragon resisted Tristan.

      “You have to stop that,” Gavin said.

      “I have to stop what?” Tristan yelled against the wind.

      “I can feel what you’re doing. If you think you’re going to assume control over the dragon, you’re making a mistake. It isn’t going to let you.”

      Tristan was quiet, and Gavin had the distinct sense that he was surprised by Gavin’s ability to detect what he had attempted.

      “Are you telling me that you weren’t trying to take over my connection to the dragon?”

      Tristan sat back, and he was silent for a few moments. “I didn’t mean to, Gavin.”

      “You were trying to steal some of that power.”

      “I was trying to understand it. I can feel that connection, and I don’t fully understand what it is or why it is, only that there seems to be something between you and the dragon that’s linking the two of you. I feel like I should be able to understand it, but I can’t.”

      Gavin turned and felt the energy of the dragon flowing out of the enchantment, building within him in some way that seemed to be more considerable and consistent than what it had been before. He continued to hold on to that connection, feeling as if there had to be some way for him to use that sense of power. It was difficult to do, and difficult to feel, as the sense was faint and hard to identify.

      “If you want to connect to an enchantment like this, then all you need to do is ask Alana. I’m sure she would be willing to provide you with one of her creations.”

      “I can’t afford it,” Tristan said.

      Gavin found himself smiling. Why should he be surprised that Tristan had already asked? He shouldn’t have to pay. He knew Tristan and the kinds of things he was willing to do. His former mentor had demonstrated a willingness to do things Gavin would not have. “You can’t afford it? I might be able to put in a word for you with Alana. That is, if you’re not going to try to steal my current connection again.”

      “It’s just amazing to me. The power within it, and what I can feel, and the fact that it’s become so lifelike. Do you think it would react in that same way to me?”

      “I doubt it would. And I doubt that even if you were to acquire an enchantment from Alana, it would react in the same way. This one did not do that at first. It was only after I learned how to add a different connection to the enchantment that it began to change for me.”

      “But you don’t use that connection as often.”

      “I don’t, but partly because I don’t understand it, and I’m afraid of what would happen if I did use it too often.” It was a strange admission to make, but it was the truth. He hesitated using that power because he did not know what it would do to him if he were to keep using it as much as he had.

      He focused on where they were heading and what he could feel from Telluminder’s enchantment. Gavin began to push the vibrational energy from that enchantment into the dragon as it flew. It was dark enough that he couldn’t make out much, and could scarcely have much sense of direction, though he wondered if traveling at night like this was risky.

      The wind had shifted, becoming even colder, and he was left thinking that perhaps they were taking the same path he and Telluminder had traveled before. If so, what would it mean that there would be another temple much like the last one, this one carrying its own sense of power? Would there be some consistent energy, something more that he might need to uncover? Or was there some other explanation that he might find, something that would help him understand the kinds of power, and the kinds of things, that he would need to discover?

      Thinking about it, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something he might be able to find if he were to focus more thoroughly on the power within himself. As he did so, he could feel something building. He strained for it, and focused, thinking that maybe there would be something he could use.

      Gavin felt the power flowing within him. There was a considerable energy that radiated from Telluminder’s enchantment, and he mixed that with the dragon.

      “I’ve never traveled this far before,” Tristan said.

      “I haven’t either. When I went with Telluminder, we traveled to the temple just beyond the border, into the snow. But this is different.”

      “How do you know that this isn’t going to be the same sort of place?”

      “It doesn’t feel like the same place,” Gavin said.

      “I wonder if the elders could tell you about it.”

      “The elders were able to help a little bit, but not entirely. I tried to use that knowledge before, but it didn’t carry to me quite the same way as I was hoping it would. It’s almost as if there were no bralinath trees here before. Without that bralinath tree knowledge, there isn’t any way to access that past.”

      Tristan fell quiet.

      The dragon continued to fly, and Gavin clung to its back, waiting for the connection. He focused, feeling for what the dragon might do for him, but even as they traveled, he didn’t feel the dragon attempting to do anything other than carry them. As he leaned forward, he felt the heat from within the creature, and felt the connection he shared with it and how it was drawing on some part of him. He continued to question the source of the strange connection they shared and what it meant for him. At this point, he simply did not know.

      Gavin shivered, feeling some other aspect of the cold, but there was nothing else that told him what he needed to find. He could feel something out there, and given what he had encountered in the past, he was left wondering if what he felt now was some sign of that ancient power. But if so, what kind of power was it?

      They began to descend. As he ran his hand along the dragon, he could feel something about the dragon itself changing. “We have to be ready,” Gavin said to Tristan. “There might be something here.”

      “You don’t think I can handle myself?”

      Gavin looked back. “I’ve not fought alongside you very often since I thought you were dead. And the only time I did, you were entangled by some weird metal enchantment. So… I guess my answer to that would be no. Maybe I’m not completely convinced that you can handle yourself.”

      Tristan snorted. “It’s a good thing I have several enchantments I can use to protect myself, then.”

      “A good thing.”

      Once the dragon landed, Gavin hopped off and motioned for Tristan to follow. As soon as they were down, he made his way around to face the dragon. “Stay in the air. Stay ready.”

      The dragon took off.

      Tristan watched him. “Are you sure that was a good idea? We don’t know what’s going on here or if there will be anything you need to be concerned about, so the idea that you’re willingly letting the dragon go seems unusual, especially for you.”

      “Why especially for me?”

      “I thought you were trained better than that.”

      Gavin snorted. “You thought, did you? I will protect whatever assets I need.”

      “I see. So the dragon is an asset?”

      “It’s more than just an enchantment, so yes, the dragon is an asset. And I’m not going to risk it, or us, unnecessarily. Partly because I’m not worried that we’re going to get caught here.”

      The frigid wind whipped around them. Gavin couldn’t see much in the dark, but he had the distinct sense of snow. As he focused on his core reserves, he pushed that energy and that connection out so he could augment his eyesight. Once he did, he could see the shifting energy around him, and began to make out details.

      “I don’t know where we need to go,” Gavin said. “I can feel something out here, but can’t tell what it is that triggered the enchantment. There’s a drawing sensation.” That was about the only way he could describe it, but even that didn’t feel quite right to him.

      He used the vibration of the enchantment to guide him while focusing on what was up ahead. Gavin followed that sense, wondering what else there might be.

      “Tell me about this man,” Tristan said.

      Gavin glanced over to him. “The scholar? He’s part of a college of them. They have a network of people connected to such things.” He motioned around him at the mountains of snow. In the distance, he noted jagged peaks that seemed to rise up ahead, making it difficult for him to fully see much. “I don’t know how many scholars there are, and I don’t know the connection between the college of scholars, only that there is one.”

      “What if the college is in on this?”

      “If it were up to you, you would have me questioning everyone and everything because you fear what they might do.”

      “It’s not a fear,” Tristan said. “It’s having rational concern.”

      “Well, let that rational concern carry you here, Tristan.”

      The marker in Gavin’s hand continued to vibrate, and it was pulsing in a way that told him he needed to keep moving farther ahead. But he didn’t see any sign of anything.

      He stopped and surveyed his surroundings. He had been focusing on the vibration, but had not been testing whether he could feel anything here.

      “What are you doing?” Tristan asked.

      “When we went to the last place, it was also snowy.”

      Tristan looked around. “My eyesight isn’t that good in darkness like this, especially not with everything covered by snow. How can you see anything?”

      “There isn’t really a way,” Gavin said. “At least, not easily. The only thing I can think of is to…” Use one of Imogen’s Leier techniques. He had to use the tree pattern.

      If he did that, he thought they might be able to detect whether there was anything here. He had stopped and was standing in place, so he started moving his feet until he felt a curious reverberation of energy that seemed to work through him. As it did, he focused downward in the same way he had felt Imogen doing before. He knew that if he were to do that, he might be able to probe into the ground and feel for power, using that connection to test whether there was anything significant.

      He felt something, though it seemed to be deep beneath him, as if power was radiating from some distant entity. He continued to focus, and pushed. An aspect of the bralinath tree formed, turning Gavin into one. But as he held on to this pattern, he began to feel something more than just a bralinath tree. It was almost as if some part of the elders, that bralinath energy that had often been distant from him, started to creep into him. They pushed, as though there was something he might be able to find—something that was trying to call to him, that was digging, pressing, and slowly easing out.

      The more he concentrated on it, the more he felt himself being guided.

      “What do you want?” he whispered.

      “What was that?” Tristan asked.

      “Nothing. I’m just feeling…”

      He wasn’t even sure what he was feeling, only that he was certain it existed. There was power, but it was more than that. It was the sense of the elders, some flicker of knowledge that they wanted to give him.

      But the longer he stayed in place, the more he felt that power flowing downward. He started to feel as if the elders were pushing and pulling, trying to take control in some way.

      Gavin tried to guide that energy by pushing it down. He wasn’t going to let the elders take over. They had gifted this magic to him, hadn’t they? He was the recipient of their power, not the one in control of it.

      “Hold on,” he said to Tristan.

      “What are you going to do?”

      Gavin thought about what he could do. There was power within him that came from his core reserves and his connection to the El’aras ancient power, and it also came from the knowledge he had. The bralinath trees had gifted him with an understanding, and he needed to use that to connect to power.

      He wasn’t even sure what it was that he connected to. The only thing he did know was that as he probed, he began to feel something, that different entity, that energy down below. He could feel the way it was slowly connecting to him, almost as if he were meant to do so.

      He looked up, and as he focused on what he could feel, he started to wonder if perhaps there was some other aspect of that entity and that energy that he might be able to find.

      “I think… I think I need to try to find a way to push that power downward,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Tristan asked.

      “I’m going to see if I can find a way to reach for whatever is buried here.”

      As Gavin started to do it, energy began to ripple beneath them. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was, but then he felt that energy changing around him, building and swirling and oozing.

      That was strange. Why would power be acting that way?

      It had to be the order.

      As Gavin felt that energy build up, he wasn’t sure if there was going to be anything he could do to counter it. He channeled the bralinath energy and the power of the El’aras, letting it flow out from him and move through him. Strangely enough, that energy washed away through the snow, which began to ripple.

      “Watch out,” Tristan said, and he dove into Gavin.

      Gavin had been using that tree pattern, so Tristan diving toward him wasn’t going to do anything. Gavin had braced himself, solidified by the energy within him and the power of the bralinath pattern. But somehow, Tristan still managed to get through that protection, as if he were permitted to do so. He slammed into Gavin and toppled him over.

      When he did, a mysterious energy began to explode around him.

      Gavin rolled and popped up to his feet, sweeping his gaze around him as he did. Figures began to emerge from the snow. They looked as if they were wrapped in it, but then that began to part and dissipate.

      A bubble of snow.

      They had been shielded somehow, and…

      They had been going after power again. That had to be what they were seeking.

      Gavin unsheathed his blade and shot toward the nearest one, drawing on his core reserves as he did. When he reached them, he brought his blade back and was held in place. He tried to shift his power, his connection, but it didn’t work.

      The person strode toward him with a pair of long-bladed daggers in hand. Gavin focused on the tree pattern, trying to create that bralinath canopy over him, but he didn’t think he could keep himself shielded well enough. He could feel power blooming around him, but then…

      It faded.

      Gavin forced more power away from him. He felt tension, but that faded as well.

      The attacker came at him, then he stopped and looked down. A dagger stuck out of his chest.

      He crumpled, and Gavin was freed.

      Gavin turned, spinning back to look at where the others of the order had gone. One of them stood behind Tristan. Gavin called out to him, grabbed his own knife, and whipped it past Tristan. The knife flew through the air, spinning end over end, before it froze in midair. He used a focused burst of power, which crashed into the blade and shattered it. Fragments went flying, embedding into the member of the order, who fell down in the snow.

      Tristan cried out, and Gavin turned. Another attacker had approached Tristan and was now standing behind him. A blade made of what looked like glowing light had pierced Tristan’s back. His eyes were wide. The order member jerked the blade upward.

      Tristan collapsed.

      Gavin roared as he darted toward the attacker, but by the time he reached them, they were gone. There was nothing other than snow and blood and Tristan’s body.
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      No other members of the order were left around him. There was nobody to take his anger out on.

      Tristan was gone.

      Tristan had been his mentor. His enemy. And late in life, Gavin had felt as if Tristan had been trying to manipulate him. But through it all, Gavin had been left with questions about Tristan’s intentions, and his own role in all those intentions. Even now, he didn’t know what Tristan wanted from him, other than for him to see his potential.

      The darkened form of the dragon was out there somewhere, and though Gavin could not see it well, he could feel it. Thankfully, the order had not taken over his connection to the dragon. What he didn’t know was why and how the order had suddenly appeared. What had they been doing, and where were they now?

      The dragon landed next to Gavin and sniffed at Tristan. Surprisingly, it let out a strange, mournful sound, and then stretched its wings out, which began to vibrate ever so subtly. The snow started to tremble beneath Gavin, but mostly around Tristan, before it finally pulled him down, swallowing him.

      When Tristan’s body was gone, he looked over to the dragon. He didn’t think he was going to get answers as to why the dragon had done that, or how it had, but there was a part of him that still wondered. Maybe the dragon didn’t even know.

      Gavin breathed out. He had faced death many times during his life. He had caused death countless times. But it was rare for him to be affected by it.

      This one, he was.

      It was bizarre to him. Why should Tristan’s death affect him so much?

      Because he had been the one to guide him? Because he had answers that Gavin didn’t yet know? Or was it simply because he believed, despite everything he had gone through, that some part of Tristan actually cared about him?

      Whatever it was, Gavin felt the pain of his passing.

      He would have to mourn him in some other way, though he wasn’t sure what that would entail. For now…

      Now he needed to understand what had brought them here.

      He turned to the dragon. “The order had already come. We were too late. I don’t know if there’s going to be anything we can do to save all of this from the order.” He shook his head, looking around. “If the order was able to obtain some power here, what do we do now?”

      The dragon met his gaze, and its wings fluttered for a moment.

      Gavin knew there wasn’t going to be anything for him to know or learn from the dragon, but there was still something he might be able to do. He had felt the dragon using his connection, but more than that, he had felt the stir of its wings and the energy that flowed. Through that, he had also felt something else. It was that something else that Gavin thought he needed to understand.

      He focused, resting his hand on the dragon, and then probed downward again, knowing he would be able to feel something. But as he did, he found that the energy and power below him were distant and difficult for him to fully reach. Though he strained for it, he could not find anything more.

      Strangely, now, it seemed as if the dragon didn’t have that same difficulty.

      As it stood next to him with its wings outstretched, it flapped them like before. The vibration flowed outward from the dragon, to the point where Gavin could feel that building, but there was also something else to it. It was almost as if the dragon was summoning power from deep inside and attempting to use that.

      “What are you doing?” he asked it. “I know you can’t talk to me, but I feel like you’re doing something, aren’t you?”

      There was that odd fluttering again.

      He focused downward a second time and used the Leier pattern to probe. The bralinath tree didn’t work quite as well as it once had, as if some part of it had changed for him. Maybe he was not focusing the pattern quite as well as what Imogen would’ve liked him to do. Still, he detected a faint stir of something different.

      Power?

      It was deep. Almost as if there was an enchantment buried beneath him—one he could feel but not quite reach.

      As he connected to that, he noticed some of that power continuing to flow. It headed away from him and surprisingly seemed to be drawn out by the dragon. There was power in it, which was odd, but even odder to him was the fact that it seemed to flow from that deep store of power—an enchantment, if Gavin was right—and into the dragon. Maybe the dragon was pulling from it.

      Gradually, the sense began to fade until there was none left.

      “I think we should return,” he said to it. “The others need to know.”

      He pulled Telluminder’s enchantment out of his pocket, and though it was vibrating, there was still some aspect of it that was off. He couldn’t tell why it was, but he could feel it. The only thing he really understood was that somehow Telluminder had known.

      Holding up the enchantment, he focused on the power within it, and he added a bit of his own core reserves into it. “If you’re there, Telluminder, I need to know how you detected this.”

      There was no answer.

      “The order was here first,” Gavin continued. “Did you know where this was going to be?”

      It was still quiet.

      “I don’t know what sort of power they’ve managed to acquire, but I suspect they’re already getting stronger by drawing on that power, and eventually—”

      “They should not have been able to get there before you. We had warning,” Telluminder said through the enchantment, his voice faint.

      Gavin attempted to push on his connection to his core reserves to let more of it flow into the enchantment. As he did, he began to feel as if some part of that connection had solidified. He had experience in shifting enchantments and augmenting them, so he knew what was involved in that, but he was surprised it would be so difficult for him to do that now.

      “You told me there was an alert, but nothing else. Did you know that the order was coming?”

      There was a moment of silence before Telluminder’s voice came through again. “Do you think I sent you into a trap?”

      “Did you?”

      “What purpose would I have in that?”

      “I don’t know. I also don’t know why he would have sent me here, letting me risk myself against… well, whatever this is. The only thing I know is that there was power here, and now…”

      Gavin looked around, but he didn’t feel anything other than the fact that there had been some magic here. Some of it flowed through him and through the dragon, and it felt as if that connection was the most significant thing he needed to understand, but even as he focused on it, he could not tell whether there was anything more that he could use or find. He tried to detect more of that power, wanting to make sense of it, but could not.

      The answer was likely beneath him.

      But he didn’t know how he could get into the temple, or the space, the way the order had managed. He’d been tempted to try to use the Leier tree pattern to force his way down through the snow, but even if he had done that, Gavin wasn’t convinced that it would’ve been successful, nor that it would’ve made a difference. At this point, the only thing he really knew was that he had drawn on power, which had bloomed beneath him, broadly enough and powerful enough that he could feel it exploding and expanding. He felt it going into the dragon. That, more than anything else, seemed significant to him. If only he understood what it was, and what it would take for him to find that power and use it.

      “I’m returning to Yoran,” Gavin told Telluminder. “If you have word of additional attacks—”

      “If they have reached this temple, then they’re accelerating their plans.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Saying it out loud made him realize the exact truth of it. He didn’t care. Did it make sense for him to chase the order, or was it the wrong strategy? He needed to stay ahead of them somehow, but so far, everything Gavin had seen suggested that the order was staying ahead of him instead. The only way he and the others could be proactive would be if they found what the order was after and then acted accordingly.

      “You care,” Telluminder said. “If you did not care, you wouldn’t have followed.”

      “Like I said, if you can find anything to help, then you can let me know. Otherwise, I’m going to return to my people, make preparations, and offer whatever protection I can to the city so that if the order comes, I will be ready.”

      “But the college—”

      “To be honest, I don’t know if I can trust anything the college is doing. You’re scholars, and you’ve allowed yourselves to be overrun by somebody who stole your knowledge and is now using it against you, and others.” Gavin barely suppressed his anger as he spoke. He knew he had to be careful, but at this point, he wasn’t sure he cared about being careful. “Only call me if you know something useful.”

      He climbed onto the dragon’s back, and it took off. Gavin looked down as they circled in the air. The snow had shifted, and there was no sign of the bodies, no sign of the blood or the fighting, however brief it might’ve been. There was no sign that they had been here at all. The only sense he had was of a certain energy that seemed to be deep within the snow, buried underneath it. There was a part of him that remained curious, and though he wanted to deny that and ignore it, he wasn’t sure he could. Perhaps the truth of the matter was that he felt that curiosity because he was concerned about what the order might do, especially because of what he had seen from them so far. He feared how they might target others, but he also feared how difficult they would be to stop, given how hard a time he’d had with them. They modified their fighting style faster than he did.

      He called on the connection he shared with the dragon, and they started to fly back to Yoran. The cold air swirled around him, and he tried to ignore everything he felt. The only thing he focused on was the sense of energy below, which was building and pressing in on him. He knew he had to find a way to understand it and act on it.

      But how? He had lost so much.

      By the time they passed beyond the cold and entered into the warmth again, Gavin had finished mourning.

      The dragon started to descend, and he stared down into the darkness below. He could see the glowing lights of Yoran off in the distance, and he thought there was something about what he could make out that might help him understand what had happened and the power he had experienced. There was more than just a bit of power, though—there was an unknown. Gavin focused on it, but even as he did, his connection and his understanding didn’t seem to fit the way he hoped.

      He let out a heavy sigh. When the dragon finally landed outside the city, he climbed off its back and gave it a pat. As he focused on the magic he could feel within the dragon, he could sense the energy there, but also something else. Gavin couldn’t quite tell what it was, though he could feel some part of that energy bloom within him. But that bloom of power did not connect him in the way he had hoped it would.

      “Are you there, boy?” Gaspar’s voice came through the enchantment.

      “I’m here,” Gavin said. He breathed out slowly, and then he began sharing with Gaspar what had happened. Gaspar was quiet, and Gavin could imagine him nodding or perhaps offering some other reassurance, but there was nothing but silence through the enchantment.

      Gaspar grunted. “I’m sorry to hear about that. He was a complicated man.”

      “It just feels… empty, I guess. I thought he would die with more purpose.”

      “Most deaths are like that. Only a few get to leave in glory. Did his fragment come after you?”

      “Not that I know of,” Gavin said.

      “Perhaps that’s for the best as well.”

      “But he didn’t get a chance to become like the elders.”

      “Maybe he will. Maybe you just didn’t see it. Didn’t feel it.”

      Gavin squeezed his eyes shut for a few moments, and then imagined what it might be like for him to visit with Tristan in bralinath form. It seemed impossible, but so much about what he had encountered of late felt impossible.

      It was time for him to let go of the past. It was time for him to find his focus, and to deal with the order. And time for him to make sure Yoran was as protected as he could make it.

      “Get some rest,” Gaspar said. “Tomorrow we’ll be meeting with the others.”

      “I think that after a night like this, I might need a mug of ale.”

      “You’re in luck. I’m waiting for you at the Dragon.”

      Gavin looked over to his dragon and said, “Keep an eye on the city, if you would.”

      The dragon spread its wings and took to the air. He felt a strange energy in his connection to it, almost as if there was some reverberation of power that echoed deep within the creature, like it wanted him to know that it would do exactly as he asked.
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      Gavin stayed up later than he’d intended. He sat in the Dragon, drinking his ale, quiet for the most part. Others around him were more boisterous and talkative, but given all that he had gone through, he didn’t think that was much of a problem. He suspected that they also understood that he needed the quiet. If anybody got too obnoxious, Gaspar pulled them off to the side and had words with them, which gave Gavin the chance to feel as if he could settle and not have to worry about talking to anyone.

      It was reassuring, but it was more than that. It was comforting having somebody like Gaspar, who recognized what Gavin needed.

      By the time he went up to one of the rooms in the Dragon and settled onto the bed, he crashed from exhaustion. Some of it came from the way he had used magic, but not all of it. Gavin had been drawing on considerable power, but he had grown accustomed to doing so, and he’d also grown accustomed to the ache of that energy as it worked through him as he found himself needing to call on more and more power. This time, and in this way, the power he was summoning was a bit different, and perhaps a bit less of a danger to him. Gavin had been holding on to that energy through himself, drawing on what he could so that he could feel everything.

      When he awoke, his head pounded. He focused on his core reserves, and a wave of nausea worked through him, almost as if in punishment for having had as much ale as he had. His core reserves seemed to be rebelling against him, trying to tell him that he needed to exercise more caution with how much he drank. Or perhaps it was simply tied to the fact that he was still tired.

      He looked over to the table next to the bed, noting the bowl of white sh’rasn powder he had asked Anna to restock. He was not surprised that she had sent it to him—though he was surprised that somebody had slipped into his room while he’d been sleeping and filled the bowl.

      Gavin grabbed a leather pouch, and as he poured the sh’rasn powder inside, he was tempted to take a little bit of it. At this point, having some of that powder might replenish him in ways he could not otherwise, but then again, he also didn’t know if it was going to be necessary. Unless he needed that connection to his core reserves, and the power and connection that the sh’rasn powder gave him, he didn’t know if he should even risk drawing on it in the same way.

      He got to his feet and noticed that he had set his sword next to his bed, looking as if he had done so carefully. Even in an intoxicated state—something Gavin was surprised he could still experience, given his connection to his core reserves and the El’aras side of himself—he had still been careful. He was glad of that. Ever since acquiring the Champion’s blade, he had felt a connection to it, and he felt as if he needed to keep it safe. Then again, he wasn’t sure if the sword itself was necessary any longer. It was a connection to the power the bralinath trees provided, but without that, would he still be able to reach that power, or would he find it obstructed from him?

      After getting dressed, he strapped the blade back onto his waist and grabbed his satchel of enchantments, ready for whatever else he might need to do. When he stepped out of the room, the sound of voices drifted up from the tavern. How long had he been sleeping?

      He tapped on his enchantment. “Gaspar?”

      There was a moment of silence, and then Gaspar’s voice came through with a bit of amusement. “Alive, boy?”

      “What time is it?”

      “Evening. You were supposed to be here about half an hour ago, but we all decided we would wait for you.”

      “You all?”

      “The meeting. You’re the one who wanted to coordinate it. Since you’re back, and we figured you should lead it, we waited on you, thinking that having you here would allow us to work this out.”

      “Well, I guess that explains why I had a bowl full of sh’rasn powder on my table.”

      “Oh. Don’t blame the El’aras for that. That was me. They wanted to slip in there, but I stopped them. That woman”—Gavin knew he meant Anna, though Gaspar had a thing about her and always referred to her in similar terms—“wanted to go into your room and hide it there, but I kept her from doing that. I didn’t want her to get in the way.”

      “I see.”

      “Why? Would you rather have had her come in there? I know she’s attractive and all, but…” From the shuffling sounds he heard, it seemed to Gavin that Gaspar had gotten up and moved. “She has her own agenda.”

      “And you realize you’re talking through her enchantment.”

      “Crap. I forget about that sometimes. You think she was listening?”

      Gavin waited, and he half expected Anna to suddenly speak up, revealing her presence, but she didn’t. Maybe she wasn’t listening.

      “Anyway,” Gavin said, still standing on the stairs as he debated whether he wanted to go down yet or stay where he was. “I suppose I should thank you for letting me sleep.”

      “I’ve learned that if you exert yourself too much, you need rest. Otherwise, you probably need less than most of us.”

      That was true. Gavin had proven that by pushing himself, often harder and further than he should. In this case, he had not sapped his strength quite as much as he had in the past, but certainly had pushed himself hard. The fact that he’d stayed asleep for as long as he had was evidence of that.

      “Anything I need to know before I come down and get in the middle of all this?”

      “Well, we’ve cleared out the Dragon and have it ready for you. If there’s anything else you need, I figured you can make it clear.”

      “This doesn’t have to be formal.”

      “Oh, I know, but I do think it’s time that you present a more unifying presence. Gods, but I hate admitting that I agree with Davel Chan on this.”

      Gavin snorted, which caused his head to throb again.

      “What was that?” Gaspar asked.

      “That was me laughing at you.”

      “Don’t get too accustomed to it.”

      “Why? Shouldn’t I get used to laughing at you when you do something ridiculous?”

      “Such as agreeing with Davel Chan?”

      “Exactly that sort of thing,” Gavin said.

      He gathered himself, checked to make sure he had his sword in place and that his enchantments were ready, and then tested his core reserves to make sure he didn’t experience another wave of nausea. Thankful that he did not, he started down the stairs. By the time he reached the main part of the Dragon, he had a pretty good idea of what he was going to find.

      He paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked around. The bar was filled with an activity level and a certain sense of energy that came from the number of people that were inside. The Dragon was a reasonably large space, which meant he could take up his booth and sit quietly, and not have too many people imposing on him. That was one part of why he appreciated it.

      But it was also relatively well protected.

      Jessica had revealed to him long ago that she had enchantments placed throughout the tavern. Though the enchantments had generally kept her and the Dragon safe, there had been times when those protections had not been enough. Gavin could feel their effects, and although he didn’t know if there was anything to them now that would cause problems, he found himself readying for potential dangers within the tavern.

      Different groups were gathered throughout the space. Gaspar was at his usual table off to the side, with Imogen seated across from him. One of the other Leier sat next to her, a scarred man by the name of Jorend, who was her second-in-command and nearly as capable as her. They seemed unconcerned about everything happening around them.

      Near the front, Anna was surrounded by several other El’aras, including Celine, as if they needed to offer Anna protection from dangers within the tavern. Considering the kind of people that were here, not to mention the number of them, Gavin wondered if perhaps she actually might need protection. Most of the other El’aras were armed, though she was not. She was a capable fighter, he knew, but when other El’aras were around, she never needed to fight—not as she had when she’d traveled with Gavin.

      Off to the side of the El’aras were the constables, all dressed in blue. Davel Chan swept his gaze around, settling it on Gavin as if he had anticipated that he would arrive. Maybe Davel had enchantments that allowed him to listen in and hear when Gavin had gotten up. Davel nodded to him, and then continued to look around. The constables were clustered to one side, but much like the El’aras, they had taken up a position near the door—an easy escape route. Either that, or it would be easy to block others inside. He didn’t know which it was when it came to Davel Chan’s intentions.

      There were at least five enchanters present, though their section of the tavern was darkened, and he couldn’t see everything fully. Zella sat in the back of the booth, and she stared across the room toward the El’aras. Mekel and three other enchanters Gavin didn’t know were seated near her. There was no sign of Alana, which surprised him. He increasingly thought she was going to need to have a role in what was going on, especially since he had to understand her power and how she folded her enchantments.

      And then there was Jessica. She scurried through the Dragon, offering drinks or food or kind words, as though she felt the need to appease everybody.

      Gavin started forward, when he realized that a group he hadn’t noticed before was seated near the back of the tavern. They were wearing bright maroon robes. Sorcerers? What was the Society doing here?

      “Keep walking,” Gaspar said.

      “Do you care to explain?”

      “Figured we needed representatives for everything, don’t we? We got the city covered. And given our connection to the Society now—”

      “Do we have a connection to the Society now?”

      “Maybe it’s not a connection so much as we’re using them, aren’t we? I asked that sorcerer friend of yours—”

      “I would say that Char’s a sorcerer friend of both of ours,” Gavin said.

      “Well, regardless. I asked him to send a couple of trusted sorcerers, and to his credit, he did .”

      “I think I would have rather had him and Wrenlow come.”

      “Oh, they’ve been caught up in all their shenanigans. They haven’t been interested in getting out of where they’ve been hiding, so I haven’t even pushed.”

      “I suppose that’s for the best,” Gavin said.

      “You suppose? We have the Society answering our call. Don’t you think that’s helpful?”

      “Like I said, I suppose.”

      Gaspar scoffed. “You get in here, boy. Let’s get this going. Then we can get the tavern cleared out, and Jessica can get her usual business back.”

      “What if she doesn’t want her usual business? What if she wanted the place to be filled with sorcerers and Leier and enchanters and constables and El’aras and—”

      “Fine.”

      Gavin strode into the middle of the tavern. As he did, everybody turned toward him, and the chatter faded. He nodded to everybody he passed. He didn’t know everyone’s name, but the ones who were strangers were tied to people he did know. He didn’t recognize any of the sorcerers, so he figured that of all the groups present, they were the ones he had to be the most careful with.

      “I suppose you all know me,” he said, looking around. “If you don’t, I’m Gavin Lorren, and I have been asked to help bring us all together to talk about the protections we need for the city.”

      He felt ridiculous having this conversation, but at the same time, he also felt as if he needed to do this. Davel Chan had asked him to, and Gavin didn’t want to upset the constable. There had been so many other times he had done so, times when he had acted on behalf of Yoran while not including Davel in the conversation. At this point, he felt as if he had to make amends for it, at least to a certain extent.

      “Before we begin, I need you to understand the reason we have to do this.”

      He hadn’t even spoken to Davel about what he was going to say, but increasingly, Gavin thought he had to make sure everybody was aware of why this was as important as it was. He needed them to know the reason he was concerned, and he needed them to fear the same things he did. And as he thought about it and focused on what he could feel, as well as what he had experienced, he couldn’t help but be confident that everyone here deserved to know what they were dealing with so they could counter it.

      “Most of you have some experience with what we have faced here in Yoran over the last year or so, and if you don’t, then we can certainly fill you in.” He swept his gaze around, before stopping at the sorcerers.

      One of them was a golden-haired woman who looked over at him with her mouth pinched in a frown. She seemed angry that she was here. And maybe she was. Maybe she didn’t care for the fact that Char had asked her to come, or maybe she felt as if this was beneath her. Little did she know that this would probably be harder for them to deal with than anything else the Society had seen before.

      “Those of you who have understood the threat we have recently begun to face will know that it is not over. There is now an order of those who have been working with Tenender, and they are dangerous. As far as I can tell, they are chasing ancient power.”

      “That is not what Tenender was after,” Anna said.

      Gavin nodded. “Tenender himself was not after power. He wanted to release it. As far as I can tell, this order is not seeking the same thing. They seem to want to take power, harness it, and possibly even control it. I’m not entirely sure. I am only coming to understand their intention, so I don’t know all that they want, but I can tell you that they have been dangerous the two times I faced them.”

      Technically, it was more than two times, but he figured he should not tell them that.

      “Which is why we need to focus on the protections within and around the city,” he said. “As we’ve already learned, Yoran seems to be a focus of power. Some of it is old”—he looked over to Anna—“and some of it is newer. It’s that combination that I think is significant. We need to understand the purpose behind it so we can understand what we can do with that power.”

      “What makes you think you need to do anything with it?” the golden-haired sorcerer asked.

      “Great question. Because we’ve been sharing knowledge. As you have seen, and as you undoubtedly have been told by Char, there are various enchantments surrounding the city already.” He held her gaze, expecting for her to look away, but she didn’t. He supposed he should be impressed by that, as most people who knew him and his reputation would have turned away. Instead, she simply stared at him, as if waiting for him to reveal his hand and tell too much. “We need to coordinate those enchantments to make sure we can protect the city as well as possible. The key here is to make sure that each enchantment builds upon itself. We can’t have enchanters placing their protections, constables their own protections, El’aras adding theirs, and the Leier…”

      He looked over to Imogen, as he wasn’t sure how much she wanted him to reveal what the Leier could and would do. She just nodded.

      “So that’s where we are now. Enchantments must be built upon and augmented.”

      “That’s it?” the sorcerer behind him said. “That’s the reason you called us here?”

      “Well, the constables asked for me to coordinate what we’re all doing, so here we are. I’m coordinating. But now that we’re here, I guess I would say that it’s not everything I would choose to have us do. There are other protections I would have us entertain.”

      Davel Chan sat up and watched him intently, and there was a look in his eyes that made it seem like he was concerned about what Gavin might suddenly say. It brought a smile to Gavin’s face.

      “We’ve been dealing with a kind of power we do not understand. It’s a kind of power that continues to change, and one that’s dependent on knowledge that not everybody has. We need to share our knowledge.”

      This was where he anticipated more dispute from everyone here. The sorcerers started to murmur among one another, but surprisingly, they were the only ones.

      Imogen frowned at him, and then she nodded.

      Zella had turned to Mekel and some of the other enchanters, and they nodded to him as well.

      Davel Chan simply continued to watch him, but said nothing. Gavin didn’t really expect him to say much of anything, though he didn’t think he would disagree either. Given what he had proposed, he guessed that Davel would take the opportunity to learn about other powers, and perhaps twist them and manipulate them to his own benefit. At that point, though, Gavin thought there had to be a way for him to understand what was going on.

      That left the El’aras.

      Gavin had learned certain secrets from them, but he was not fully informed yet. There were still many things he did not know, and things he didn’t know if he could know. He had to take the time to learn about them, and to try to make sense of them.

      Anna regarded him for a long moment, and as he waited, he felt a strange tremble. It came not from her but from someplace deep within him, as if that energy were building up in a way that he thought he might be able to draw on it.

      The bralinath trees.

      That had to be the source of it, though the connection to the bralinath trees began to change in a way Gavin couldn’t quite place. That power was there, but it was a mysterious one. It was almost like the bralinath trees were trying to warn him, though he didn’t know why they were.

      He ignored it. There was nothing else he could do.

      And while he did, he stared at Anna, who was now looking off into the distance as if trying to decide whether she wanted to provide him with the answers he needed. She finally turned back to him and offered him a nod.

      “Good,” he said in a cheerier tone than he felt, especially since he wasn’t sure he was convinced that everybody would work together, but he believed they needed to find a way to do so. “Now that that’s settled, we can figure out whether we can place different protections around the city. I would encourage each of you to have somebody take the lead and coordinate with Gaspar here.”

      “Gaspar?” Davel said, leaning forward.

      “Well, unfortunately, I’m not always able to be here, and I figured that Gaspar—”

      “Not me, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “Why not you?”

      “Because I might need to be with you.”

      Gavin looked around. He needed someone to organize things, but who?

      “Then you will coordinate with Jessica,” he announced. She paused as she held a tray filled with drinks, frowning deeply at him. “That is, if you agree,” he hurriedly added.

      “What makes you think I can do this?”

      “Only everything I’ve ever learned about you.”

      She regarded him for a long moment. “Fine. If you need somebody to coordinate locally, then I will be that person, but I won’t like it.”

      Gavin snorted. “That I don’t believe.”

      She shrugged, then continued to pass around drinks throughout the tavern. He took a seat across from Gaspar, and everybody else fell back into their quiet conversations.

      “Is that all there is to it?” Gaspar asked.

      “Do you think there should be more?”

      “I figured you would go into more of a spiel about the kinds of powers you have, and all your capabilities, and how great you are, so I guess I should be glad I didn’t have to hear that again.”

      “I don’t think they need to know how great I am. They know it already.”

      Gaspar grunted. “There you go again, boy.” He grabbed his mug of ale, leaning back and taking a long sip. “Do you think it’s going to work?”

      “The coordination, the protections, or the sharing of knowledge?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can’t say. At least, not yet. I think some will be open to it, but I guess the real challenge is whether all of them will be. Based on what we’ve encountered so far and what we’ve seen, we have to wait and find out.”

      “Suppose we do. Well, let’s drink to this part being done. And you can drink to whatever you need to do.”

      As Gavin grabbed the mug of ale that had been offered to him, he felt a vibration in his pocket. He pulled out the enchantment Telluminder had given him, brought it to his ear to listen, and frowned. Telluminder’s voice came across the distance a bit tinnier than it normally was, but Gavin wondered if that was because of the protections around the city or because of the ones around the Dragon. Or both. Maybe it was even because of all the people gathered inside the tavern, everybody doing whatever they had to in order to neutralize anybody else from having power.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked through the enchantment.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “I need to talk to you. It’s urgent,” Telluminder said.

      “Why?”

      “Because the order has not stopped acting.”
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      It was getting dark by the time the dragon brought them to Nelar. Gaspar climbed off the back of the dragon before Gavin did, scurrying ahead of him and already slipping on more enchantments. Imogen had also joined them, which Gavin appreciated, but at this point he wasn’t sure it was even needed. They had come to Nelar for information, not for a fight. That hadn’t stopped either of them, as they both seemed to want to stay with him. The only other person who had offered to come with him was Anna, but he had suggested that she stay behind with her people, partly because he had not wanted to take her away from the El’aras, and partly because he felt a strange tug of the bralinath power when he was around her that left him disconcerted.

      “Where is he going to be?” Gaspar asked. “You said his shop was destroyed.”

      “Well, knowing Telluminder…” Gavin began, but he trailed off when he realized he didn’t really know the man. “Either he has another place already lined up, or he’s staying somewhere he thinks I could find him.”

      “How are you going to know?”

      Gavin held out the enchantment. It hadn’t started vibrating again, but he knew it was only a matter of time before it did. He gripped it tightly, anticipating that it would begin to buzz. When it didn’t, he pushed a bit of his core reserves into it to activate it and test whether he could feel anything. At first, there was nothing, but the more he pushed, the more he could feel, and he began to detect energy inside that enchantment.

      He could feel power. He could feel…

      “There,” Gavin said, and he pointed off into the distance. “Come on.”

      They made their way through the streets, away from the dragon, and Gavin wasn’t at all surprised that the enchantment brought them back to the same older section of Nelar where Telluminder’s shop had been. The stone in this part of the city had a sense of age to it, but he also felt something else. It gave off an energy that left him thinking of the El’aras, which surprised him. He would not expect there to be an El’aras connection here, but that was exactly what he felt.

      “I can see something,” Imogen said.

      Gaspar turned to her and watched her but said nothing.

      “Perhaps that was not quite correct. I can feel something.”

      She looked over to Gavin, and he realized what she must be doing. He couldn’t feel anything the way she could, but he suspected that she was drawing on her connection to the tree pattern and using that to detect whatever she could. And if he were to mimic that, he might be able to do the same thing she did. As he focused on what he could feel, he began to question if that connection was there, or if there was something else. The more he focused on it, the more certain he was that she was using the tree pattern.

      “What do you feel?” Gavin asked.

      “There’s something old here. It seems to tremble around me. I’m sure you can feel it as well.”

      He concentrated on whether he might be able to sense what she did. “I can’t feel anything old here.”

      “Then perhaps you have not probed deep enough.”

      He paused, focusing on the tree pattern the way she had demonstrated and pushing downward. But even as he did, he could not tell if what he detected was real or not. There was only a faint, vague sense—until he pushed deeper. When he did, he began to feel something buried beneath the city. The sense was unusual, but it also reflected some aspect of Gavin that he could feel.

      He blinked. “Bralinath?”

      “I’m not exactly sure that it’s the bralinath trees, but it is old. And from what I can tell, it does seem to connect to your people.”

      Gavin could feel that. Something here seemed to connect to the El’aras, though he wasn’t sure what it was or why he could feel it quite as well as he did. He just knew it was there. And as he looked around, feeling that energy, he began to wonder if the El’aras had a greater presence here than he had realized. He had never asked Anna about it, though he had known there were bralinath trees in the forest surrounding Nelar. Bralinath trees existed in many forests, all places where the El’aras had settled and then left their elders behind.

      Maybe he could use his connection to find more information about the city’s past.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on the ancient bralinath power. There was a flicker, and then it seemed as if it pushed against him, fighting.

      He opened his eyes and shrugged. “That was new.”

      “What’s wrong?” Gaspar said.

      “When I try to use my connection, I don’t see anything. And it’s more than just that. It’s almost like that connection is pushing against me, as if there’s some part of it that’s trying to fight me. Like I said, it’s new.” He turned to Imogen. “What did you feel?”

      “I thought I felt the same as you. I felt your people’s connection to this place. They had a connection once upon a time, though as you likely know, they had a connection to many places.”

      He turned his attention back to the buzz of the enchantment, and he followed it through the city. Gavin twisted through streets until he reached a small clearing. The vibration stopped. It had seemed to drag him here, and no farther. He paused and looked around. Buildings framed the clearing.

      He focused on everything he could feel around him. He had been trying to make sense of the energy he had detected, and whether there was a certain sort of power that might be building around him, but even as he concentrated on it, he could not feel anything more. The strangeness left him unsettled.

      Surprisingly, there was an aspect to what he detected that reminded him of some of the temples he had recently been to. Gavin paused, then made his way over to one of the nearby buildings, tracing his fingers along the stone. They came away damp, smeared with the bizarre glowing moss that seemed to grow everywhere on the outskirts of Nelar but not near the center, as if there was some effort put into keeping the middle of the city neater and cleaner. But it definitely grew here.

      He looked over to Gaspar, who was watching him and saying nothing.

      Gavin turned to Imogen. If anybody would be able to help him find whether there was any other power here, it would be her. She had her connection to the different Leier patterns that might make a difference. Even without those, he thought there might be other ways she could help—ways that he thought he could use to determine if there was something else here that might provide insight into what they had been through.

      “I need you to let me know if you feel anything more ancient here.”

      Imogen frowned at him. “More ancient than the El’aras?”

      It seemed to Gavin that she understood the implication, and he nodded.

      After a few moments, he began to feel the power she was holding on to. When it came to Imogen and the way she drew on that power, he wasn’t always sure what she was going to be able to do, or how she was going to pull on that power, only that he could feel it when she did. It was almost as if some aspect of that energy began to reverberate inside him, joining with him so that he could feel it flowing out from her, and flowing into him. The combined effort seemed to build up in a way that left him thinking there was some aspect of that power that might be connected to him, and from there…

      From there, Gavin thought he could, and should, feel something more.

      He added his own connection using a similar pattern, and together they formed a combined treelike energy. That entity began to form in a flowing, swirling pattern. It was almost as if some element of their roots began to weave together, mixing and mingling and helping him find some other connection that was there. As he continued to work on it, Imogen nodded to him.

      “What’s going on?” Gaspar asked.

      “The two of us are using an ancient Leier sacred pattern,” Gavin said. He looked over to Imogen, whose mouth was pressed in a tight line. “Because of that, I’m able to feel for some aspect of what she’s doing, and I think she can feel some aspect of what I’m doing.”

      “I can,” Imogen said.

      “What is it that you’re doing exactly?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin shook his head. “It’s not something I can fully explain.”

      “Try, boy.”

      Gavin chuckled. “It’s a matter of focusing on power within me, then using that to push downward and detect whether anything is there. I’ve been focusing on what I can feel so I can try to determine if Tenender, or the order, left anything here.”

      “Wouldn’t this scholar of yours have known?”

      “I’m not so sure anymore. I thought Telluminder would have been clever enough, and knowledgeable enough, to recognize whether there was anything else here, but…” He shook his head.

      Gavin refocused on the tree pattern, continuing to feel energy. He pushed it downward, trying to detect if there was anything more that he might be able to use with it, but even as he did, he did not feel anything he had been trying to. Everything he was doing seemed to be failing him.

      He glanced over to Imogen, who had the same look in her eyes, that of irritation mixed with frustration. Finally, she turned, focusing anywhere but where she had been looking.

      “It’s gone,” he said.

      “What is?” Imogen asked.

      “The sense I had. Now it’s gone.”

      Gavin held up the enchantment, yet he didn’t feel anything that helped him know where Telluminder should be found. He walked around the clearing, squeezing it. “I feel like you should be here somewhere,” he whispered, sweeping his gaze around. “When I try to feel for something, I come up with an emptiness.”

      “Where is the emptiness?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin pointed down. “It’s beneath us.” He looked over at Imogen. “And I think the two of us were feeling a similar sort of thing and coming up with the same emptiness. I don’t know what it is, and I have a sneaking suspicion that you don’t know either. It’s probably the same issue for both of us.”

      She nodded. “I feel it as well.”

      “So…” He scanned his surroundings and finally looked down at the ground. “Somewhere beneath us.”

      “This is where Telluminder will be?” Gaspar said.

      “It seems that way.”

      “But I thought your tree pattern didn’t detect anything here.” Gaspar frowned as he said it and glanced at Imogen.

      “There is a sense of emptiness,” she said. “There should be something here, though. To be honest, I don’t know what it is, nor do I know why I can feel it, or why I can’t feel what I think should be there. Regardless, that emptiness is what I need to uncover and understand in order for me, and us, to know what we’re going to be able to do.”

      Gavin turned in place and looked around, then began to feel some strange connection in this place. He held out the coin Telluminder had given him, and he squeezed his core reserves out of himself and into it. As he did, he realized that his core reserves were working with it. He might even be able to use the Leier power, but perhaps he was not using it correctly. He would have to check with Imogen about that another time.

      The small, circular marker started to vibrate, and he set it on the ground.

      “I thought this was your communication enchantment,” Gaspar said.

      “Well, it’s a communication enchantment of a sort, but it’s also something else. To be honest, I’m not exactly sure what it is, only that it seems to emanate some type of power.”

      He felt the connection to the enchantment, and he used some of the Leier tree pattern to push even more magic into it. Something unexpected happened then. Energy swirled away from the enchantment, drifting outward with faint, tenuous lines.

      He looked up. “Can you see it?”

      “I can see something,” Imogen said.

      “I can feel it as well. It’s a weird sensation.”

      Gavin continued to feel that energy, and recognized that there was quite a bit of power within it. It seemed to emanate outward, flowing toward him. He added some of his core reserves, which caused the ground to start rumbling. A circular section near the center of the clearing opened, then began to spiral down, forming stairs.

      He motioned for the others to follow him, and he reached for his blade as he started down the stairs, into the unknown. After hesitating for a moment, he plunged fully downward. He wasn’t sure what was there, only that he could feel that power, and he completely believed that some part of it was going to potentially pose a danger for them if they weren’t ready for it. Gavin was determined to be prepared for the possibility that they were going to encounter some kind of threat.

      The stairs led into the darkness, and by the time they reached the bottom, he had grown increasingly tense as he continued to feel that strange energy, and feel some part of himself contorting with it. An uneasy feeling blossomed within him, and he pushed outward until they reached what looked like a cavern buried beneath the ground. He walked into the cavern, followed the sense, and began to recognize that whatever he was detecting was more potent than he had anticipated.

      Imogen stayed next to him, as did Gaspar, and they didn’t go far before the cavern opened up into a wide space.

      There was a glowing light at one end. Gavin headed straight toward it, ready to fight at any moment, but realize he didn’t need to. Rows and rows of books lined the walls. As soon as he passed through the outer rim of the light, he felt a familiar tingling surge that reminded him of what he experienced whenever he entered Yoran. Those protections always seemed to push away any attempt to summon power, but Gavin had his core reserves and his connection to the bralinath trees, so he had types of magic that this place could not completely extinguish, though it seemed to try.

      But as he plunged forward, Gavin felt a tremble within himself. It was almost as if that energy attempted to force him back and push him away. He hesitated, holding on to the sense he had within himself, and the power, and he braced for what he might find. Imogen danced alongside him, her own blade unsheathed, seeming to do the same thing. Gaspar had brandished a pair of long-bladed daggers, and he seemed to be less concerned about what was there, though Gavin still got the sense from him that there was something about what they had experienced, and what he felt, that left him on edge.

      “Good, Gavin Lorren. You came.”

      Telluminder came out of the shadows, and somebody else was with him. At first, Gavin thought it was Tenender, but he realized that wasn’t the case. Still, they shared a similar appearance.

      “What’s going on here, Telluminder?” Gavin asked.

      “I knew you were going to be needed.”

      “Needed? Or was this an attempt to surprise me?”

      Gavin had already started to think about different fighting styles he might have to use, but most were probably overly ambitious for what would be needed. Telluminder wasn’t a threat. Not really. He just wanted knowledge.

      “What is it that you’ve been looking for?” Telluminder asked.

      “The order.”

      “As have I. But I’ve also been looking into other powers.”

      Telluminder glanced up to the other man who was with him, and he nodded. The man stepped forward, carrying a large leather-bound book with thick pages, and set it down in front of Gavin. Gaspar did not move, though he remained tense, as if he wanted to leap and attack, or perhaps he was ready for the possibility that he might need to fight, but there was no sign they would need to do that.

      “You can all relax,” Telluminder said.

      “I’m not sure I can,” Gavin said. “All of this is quite strange. Just tell me what you’re after. What’s so dangerous?”

      Telluminder took a deep breath. “You are, Champion.”

      “I am?”

      “Well, the power you possess is. All of it is. It’s too concentrated, you see.”

      “Is that right?” Gavin started to smile, yet even as he did, he had the sense from Imogen that she was not quite as amused as he was. Something about her left him thinking that perhaps she was concerned about what he said, but more than that, she also seemed to be on edge, looking around and acting as if there was something else here she needed to be cautious about. Maybe he had misread the situation.

      “It has taken me some time to see it,” Telluminder said. “When we traveled together, I began to recognize that the power you possess and are able to draw on is considerable. It has aspects of an ancient power.”

      “El’aras,” Gavin said.

      “No. Older than that.” He opened the book and gestured to a page. “If you look here, you can see what happened.”

      Gavin peered down and saw a series of marks and symbols he couldn’t quite read, but he suspected that Telluminder knew that and was using the book as a way to lure Gavin in. He stood in place and used the tree pattern, ready for the possibility that he might need to fight, though he didn’t have the sense that Telluminder intended to attack him—no sense other than the odd sweep of power that washed over him. He had to be careful, and he wanted to keep Telluminder from realizing that he still had access to his core reserves, to the bralinath connection.

      “Why don’t you just tell me what you’re going on about,” Gavin said.

      “It’s this power,” Telluminder said, tapping on the page. “That’s what I’m going on about. And when you pay attention to this, when you see this”—he tapped more urgently—“that’s when you can begin to recognize that what we’re dealing with and what you’ve experienced already has happened before.” He stared at Gavin. “Don’t you see? These powers have battled in the past.”

      “So?”

      “So they are using you. Us. This is an old war, Gavin Lorren. We are but pieces in some grand game. We keep telling ourselves that we are responsible for what we do, for the choices we make, but even as we try to convince ourselves of that, everything we see tells us something different.” He turned his attention to the book again. “Increasingly, I am concerned that perhaps the order is right.”

      “What do you mean?” Gaspar asked. “Isn’t the order responsible for the attack on you, these temples, and everything else?”

      “Because they intend to destroy these powers.” Telluminder looked back up at them. “That’s what I learned. And I suspect that’s what Tenender also uncovered in his studies. They—the order, that is—have chased that power, but not to release it, nor to possess it. That’s what they’re doing now, not only in these old temples but in distant cities where they’ve been searching. I don’t know what they’re after—yet—but they will find it. Then they will use whatever they’re after.”

      “That wasn’t my impression when I was there with them,” Gavin said. “I doubt that was your impression either. You were with me. You saw the things they were willing to do, and the way they were wanting to take that power—”

      “Not them. The real order.” He looked at Gavin. “Because this man with me is one of the members of the real order.”
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      Gavin tested whether he could still access his core reserves. He was tempted to take out the vial of sh’rasn powder, as there were times when he needed to reach for even more power, but he hesitated once he realized he could still feel his core reserves and the connection to the bralinath power.

      The other man still stood nearby. His face was unremarkable, but his eyes had a look of age to them, along with a silvery quality. It reminded him of when Imogen had returned with Porapeth magic.

      He looked over to her. She had remained in her tree pattern, and he could feel the power flowing from her as she probed downward. Not only that, but she was also probing outward, attempting to stretch and reach for the various possibilities that existed around her. He wouldn’t even be surprised to learn that Imogen had begun to test the Porapeth possibilities, which he had seen her do in the past. Though he didn’t know all the ways she could use that connection, or all the things she might be able to do with those possibilities, he did know that she had a way of anticipating different potentials and futures. It was a gift she had been given by one of the Porapeth.

      “What do you see?” he asked her.

      “I see age,” she said. “But you forget, Gavin Lorren, that my gift allows me to look forward. It is your gift that you need to trust. You need to look in the past.”

      Telluminder was flipping through the book, and the other man was glancing down, but every so often, he would turn his attention upward. Rather than looking at any of the others, he always focused on Gavin, as if he was the most dangerous. In this case, he might be, but there was a time when he would’ve known that he was. Increasingly, he began to question if he truly was the most dangerous among them. No longer did he know that with any certainty, especially because of what he had seen of Imogen and her near-godlike powers. Was that the reason this other man, this member of the real order, had come? Did he know about Imogen, Gavin, and others?

      “Who are you?” he asked the man.

      “My name doesn’t matter.” His voice was slightly accented and sounded strange. Musical, if anything. “The only thing that matters is what I have learned over my years of service.”

      “Service to the order,” Gavin said. He flicked his gaze over to where Telluminder was still searching through the book, but he didn’t seem to be finding what he was looking for. He kept his head down and read through the pages, ignoring Gavin and everything else that was happening around them.

      “I have long served the order,” the man replied. “I will not regret my service.”

      “Nobody ever said you should regret your service to the order. But I have seen people who claim to be part of it.”

      “Exiles.”

      “So you know them.”

      “They served the ancient order for many years,” he said, and he tipped his head to the side and watched Gavin with an expression of what seemed to be almost agitation. “But they have become lost. They have begun to value the power we have long sought to destroy. And now they intend to consolidate it for their own use.”

      “You can’t destroy magic.” Gavin looked over to Imogen, thinking she would speak up to agree with him, but she remained silent. Why, though? What was it about what was going on here that had her as troubled as she obviously was?

      “You cannot destroy magic,” the man said, “but it can be diffused into the world.”

      The man clasped his hands together, and he looked like he were little more than a statue. There was something powerful about him that Gavin couldn’t quite explain. And it was that aura that left him feeling as if he had to be careful with this man. He didn’t know what the power was, nor did he know what kind he had, but if he truly was one of the order, then there was a real possibility that his skill would be beyond what Gavin had already faced. Then again, he had dealt with other members of the order, and they had proven their willingness to fight, to destroy, and to claim power they should not have. If that was the case, then why wouldn’t he be ready?

      “You want this power, whatever you claim is there, to be diffused out into the world?” Gavin asked. “Into what? Sorcerers? Enchanters?”

      Or more than that.

      He glanced over to Imogen. “As she once was.”

      She frowned. “Once was?”

      “Your people. You have led them into something different.”

      “I have led them where we must be.”

      “Who decides the path?” he asked.

      “We do,” she said.

      The man’s eyes flashed silver, and Gavin had the distinct sense of power coming off him. Increasingly, he thought he understood. Whatever else this man might claim, he was connected, somehow, to Porapeth magic.

      Gavin stepped forward, and as soon as he did, he felt pressure building against him. Though it was subtle, the more he attempted to move, the stronger the pressure became. It seemed to try to hold him at bay, to keep him from walking any farther forward than he already had.

      He remained on edge, holding his position, careful not to go too far, too fast, and careful not to step any closer than he already had. He had to be cautious, as he could continue to feel that weird energy building around him. Regardless of whatever else was present, there was a bit of power flowing through him and around them in such a way that Gavin could find it.

      “You do not need to come any closer,” the man said.

      Gavin turned his attention to Telluminder instead. “Telluminder, you are obviously doing something, and you’re after something dangerous.”

      “It’s not dangerous.” He shook his head and looked over to the man. “It was made clear to me.”

      “Was it, now?” Gavin asked. “You’re a scholar, and you should have known that this would be a mistake. All of this.”

      “He explained what has been going on with the order’s exiles, and how they have begun to chase power. That’s what you have been trying to stop, haven’t you, Champion?”

      Gavin nodded. That was what he had been trying to do, but he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else going on here that he didn’t understand. As he focused on his core reserves, he felt a burgeoning pressure.

      He pushed down using the Leier tree pattern. When he did, some aspect of that pattern seemed to be resisted. He had never felt anything quite like that before. When he had tried to use that pattern in the past, he had always been able to do so without any real restrictions. The only time he hadn’t…

      The order. Gavin could feel them and the effort they were using, and he could also feel the intention that was here.

      “You are with the order, aren’t you?” Gavin asked.

      “As I said,” the man replied.

      “But you aren’t with what you call the exiles.”

      The man stayed quiet.

      “If you were with the rest of them, you would have come with them. And—”

      Pressure built against him. He resisted it by drawing on the bralinath power while also holding on to the Leier tree pattern, though he felt as if it faltered, the same way it had before. It wasn’t working as well as he was accustomed to, but it still helped him with gaining the power he needed.

      “Very good,” the man said.

      “What are you after?” Gavin asked.

      “I’m after the truth. And if you are everything Telluminder claims you are, then you would be after the truth as well.”

      “The truth being that the power is too dangerous.”

      “And what they’re after is far too dangerous for anyone in this realm. It’s too dangerous for one person. You have seen it, have you not?” He glanced from Gavin to Imogen, and then finally over to Telluminder. “You have seen it with the Sul’toral. Men and women who chased magic they should not have. They stole it from another, and even they should not have had that power. Having it concentrated the way they did created an opportunity for the Sul’toral to emerge.”

      “What came before?” Gavin asked.

      The man looked at him. “I don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “Well, if this power is so dangerous, obviously there was something before, was there not? And from what we’ve seen of Tenender and the others with him, they are after that power and have every intention to release something like that out into the world again. What was it like it before?”

      The man said nothing.

      Gavin laughed softly. “You don’t say anything because you don’t know. And yet, do you have access to seeing the past?” He glanced over to Imogen. “If you have stolen the power of the Porapeth, then you can see into the future, to various possibilities, but there are those of us who—”

      “Who touch the ancients.”

      A flare of familiar power radiated off the man and pressed on Gavin. A considerable energy came with it. He focused on it, reminded of El’aras magic, but it was not the same. He didn’t know what it was, and he felt a bit nervous thinking about what he might need to do with it.

      Were the bralinath trees telling him something?

      He focused on his core reserves, and on the connection they shared with the bralinath trees, and he began to feel something he had not felt before. But even that wasn’t exactly accurate. Gavin had felt something like it before.

      Power began to ease, but some pressure lingered as if trying to force him back—or keeping him from reaching for the bralinath power.

      He looked to Telluminder. “Was this your only reason for summoning us?”

      “I wanted you to have an opportunity to meet with one of the order.”

      “No,” Gaspar said. “All of this was some sort of test, wasn’t it? You didn’t know if Gavin would be capable of reaching you here, but you thought he might be. And from what I can tell, you wanted to know if he was going to pose a danger to you and your new friend.”

      “He needs to know about the order,” Telluminder said.

      “And this is supposed to do that?”

      “He tells me you have access to a library,” the man said.

      Gavin frowned, and for the first time, he found himself thankful that they had not brought Telluminder down into that archive. He had trusted Telluminder to an extent, but perhaps that had been a mistake. Gavin didn’t really know anything about him, other than that he was a scholar.

      Another scholar had become his enemy. Was that what Telluminder would become?

      “I’m not taking you to the library,” Gavin said.

      The man shook his head. “The truth is there. If you are willing to see it, you will learn those truths and learn what you must do.”

      Gavin let out a laugh. “What I must do? I’ve been doing what I must do.”

      “No. You’ve been chasing after them.”

      “I have been, only because Telluminder made it seem as if that was the thing I needed to do because the danger came from the corrupted order.”

      “Corrupt. An interesting choice of words,” the man said. “Perhaps that is where we are similar, Chain Breaker.”

      Gavin found himself gripping his blade, running his finger along the edge of it and feeling the power within it. Using it helped connect him to the power of the El’aras elders and the bralinath trees.

      “Think on what I have told you, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I will. I doubt you’ve told me anything useful.”

      Telluminder and the man walked away from them and disappeared up the spiraling stairs.

      Gavin took the enchantment and felt with a bit of power inside it.

      “What now?” Gaspar asked.

      “I don’t know. It feels like I’m missing something.”

      “When I feel that way, I remember what I was always told: to go back to the basics,” Imogen said.

      “I don’t know that I have time to go back to the basics,” Gavin said.

      “Do you have time to ignore them, either?”

      He frowned. He found himself thinking about what she said and about the kind of power he possessed, and whether there was anything he might be able to do with what he did possess. Yet, without more information about the order, he didn’t know what else he might have to do.

      “I don’t know what it will take,” he said.

      “It will take what it will take,” Imogen said. “But in your case, going back to the basics involves understanding yourself.”

      “Without Tristan, I don’t know how I can.”

      “You have always had the answer.”

      Gavin glanced over to Gaspar, whose lips were pressed in a tight line. “She’s talking about the trees, boy.”

      “I realize that,” Gavin said, laughing softly. “But I’m surprised she is.”

      “Well, considering that you’ve talked about them as often as you do, and you keep bringing up just how powerful those trees are and all that they mean for you, I don’t think you should be surprised at all.”

      “Thanks,” he said, shaking his head at Gaspar.

      “What?”

      “That means getting Anna’s help. I’m going to have to be careful with her. The El’aras have their own agenda, especially when it comes to the bralinath trees and my connection to them.”

      But it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t just connecting to the past.

      He looked over to Imogen. “When we get back, I’m going to need your help. We start with the past, but we find the future.”

      “Agreed.”
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      Wind whistled around Gavin as he stepped out through the trees. He could feel the energy all around him, and it seemed that there was some part of the forest itself guiding him, as if it was speaking to him in a way he was meant to feel. He could not tell whether there was anything there, only that what he detected seem to be building. Some part of it was rising within him in a way he knew he had to make sense of, but he could not feel it with any certainty.

      “What’s going on out there?” Wrenlow called out in Gavin’s ear, startling him.

      “Oh, we aren’t exactly sure,” Gavin said. “It seems as if there’s an offshoot of the order that’s been causing trouble, but now the actual order is making its presence known. And I don’t think they care very much for what I can do or what we’ve been doing.”

      “Why would they even care?”

      “From what I can tell, they don’t want anybody to have power.”

      “Oh. Is it tied to the library?” Wrenlow asked.

      “I think they’re partially upset that we have not given them access to the library. I don’t know how much of it is related to that, though. Maybe most of it.”

      “Well, I can tell you that we’ve uncovered a trove of ancient knowledge that seems to be linked to the El’aras, but every time we dig into it, some aspect of it seems to change. Does that make any sense?”

      “When it comes to the kinds of things we’ve been dealing with, of course it makes sense,” Gavin said, spinning around one tall pine tree and hesitating as he did. He’d been looking for more bralinath trees, but he didn’t see any sign of them, despite how long he’d been searching for them to try to make sense of just what was here. “All we need to do is make sure that Tenender and the order don’t get that knowledge before we do.”

      There was a moment of silence, and he could practically imagine Wrenlow sitting in the library, flipping through books, perhaps even sorting through his journals so he could try to understand what he was doing and what was there. “Well,” Wrenlow began, and then he seemed to hesitate. “This Telluminder knows you have access to the archive, so what if they want to reach it? Should we just show it to them?”

      “I don’t know if it’s safe to do that. Not until we know more about them.”

      “That’s probably for the best. We don’t know if they could even use it.”

      Now it was Gavin’s turn to pause. He looked around him in the forest, and though he could feel a certain energy building up and sweeping out around him in a way that left him feeling the overall power, he didn’t see anything. There was some part of the forest itself that was connected to the bralinath trees, despite there being no obvious trees of that type here. He was connected to that, and he could feel it easily enough from where he stood.

      “Does that mean that we could use it?” Gavin asked.

      “There is some part of ancient power, right?” Wrenlow said. “And we’re talking about whether or not there’s anything within that ancient power that might be modified in a way that could help us, but…”

      “I don’t even know what the order is after. I thought Telluminder was working with us, not against us, but now…” Gavin shrugged. “Now it’s hard to imagine him working with us in any way.”

      That didn’t change that there was still a dangerous, deadly kind of power.

      He closed his eyes, and an image surged in his mind and almost seemed to slide into him. It came from memories that the bralinath trees had given him, memories he wasn’t sure he was supposed to have, or whether there was something within the bralinath trees that they had changed so that Gavin could uncover more. Regardless of what it was, he could feel that part of him, the way it lingered and seemed to build up and swell, leaving him thinking that perhaps there was some other element of power.

      “I was just hoping that maybe you’d be able to find something in what the elders gave you,” Wrenlow said. He seemed to be picking his words carefully now, which put Gavin on edge, especially when he recognized the danger to what Wrenlow was saying. And the danger to what he was asking. “It’s not like we want to go and claim that power, but the power is there, Gavin. Eventually, somebody is going to take it. And it might as well be somebody we know, and somebody we can use, rather than this order, right?”

      “It’s more than just that kind of power,” Gavin said. “We don’t even understand it. We’ve been trying to make sense of how that power changes, and whether there’s anything within it that we need to be able to use, but…”

      “But,” Wrenlow said, and Gavin could practically see him smiling in his mind, as if Wrenlow had somehow succeeded in convincing him of some great truths he had been avoiding trying to understand. “Somebody can use it, so why not us?”

      “Just see what you can uncover,” Gavin said.

      “Well, when you get back, I can show you what we’ve found. What you were able to learn in the other realm, coupled with whatever you were shown by the bralinath trees, seem to have helped us in a way that I would never have imagined. But then again, bralinath trees are connected to the past. I should have known that and been able to learn that the connection to the past, and everything it can do, would have somehow helped you.” He went quiet for a moment. “Anyway, I just wanted to fill you in.”

      “Keep looking.”

      “I’m going to go silent now. One of the other El’aras is going to bring me back to the other realm. James. You know him, don’t you? He has served Anna’s family for many years, and given that he’s El’aras, I figure that many years means centuries, right?”

      “Wrenlow…”

      “Sorry. You know how I get. I’m just excited to go back to Yoran. Olivia is waiting for me. We haven’t really left that realm much lately.”

      “I know,” Gavin said.

      “I would love it if you could figure out some way of making an enchantment that might help me travel there without having to wait for somebody to transport me. It would certainly be easier.”

      “I can think about what I can do.”

      “Good,” Wrenlow said, as if that were settled. “I figure that if anybody would be able to come up with anything, it would be you.”

      “I think you’re putting your faith in the wrong person. At least when it comes to enchantments.”

      “What? You mean the Chain Breaker doesn’t think he can be the Realm Shaper?” Wrenlow let out a laugh.

      Gavin shook his head, staring off into the distance. “I’m going to mute you now.”

      “You don’t want to do that.”

      “Why? You’re going to back to the library, and you don’t need me anymore. Besides, I don’t need you chattering in my ear. You might disrupt anything useful that Gaspar might have to tell me.”

      “How has he been?” Wrenlow asked.

      “As grumpy as usual. I could send him your way if you’d like.”

      “No. That’s not needed. We’re just investigating things, anyway. He wouldn’t be very happy with it.”

      Gavin laughed softly. “Be safe.”

      “Always,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin let out a deep breath, taking in the silence all around him. He was thankful that Wrenlow had finally fallen quiet so he no longer had to hear him yammering in his ear, but at the same time, he also didn’t necessarily mind it. Unless it was when he was working. Gavin needed to think through things, and he had learned from Imogen how meditation could help with that. There was a calmness in the forest and a connection to the bralinath that he could take advantage of, which might help him understand the order better.

      He wandered through the trees, meandering between a pair of tall pines and using the sense of energy he felt all around him. There had to be something here that would help draw him to the other bralinath trees. He had not found any in this section of the forest, but he suspected there would be some. This was an old-growth forest, which almost universally had bralinath trees.

      He traced his hand down the trunk of another pine tree, and when he did, he wished he could feel something within it the same way he did from the bralinath trees, and the same way he did even from the seeker trees. He hoped there would be something here that might help him understand the power, and help him find an answer, but as Gavin continued to wander, he did not find anything more.

      He drifted through the forest, knowing he wasn’t alone. The stone wolf enchantment wandered with him, keeping him company as it paced and prowled at a distance. He could practically feel the connection that had formed between him and the creature, and could feel how the stone wolf lingered in his mind. It seemed as if the enchantment wanted Gavin to know where it was and what it was doing, and to know he could call to it if he were to need it. So far, he had not. There was benefit to having the stone wolf scouting with him and being capable of attacking if it came to that, though.

      Not only was the stone wolf with him, but the dragon also circled overhead. Even though he could not see it, Gavin could feel it patrolling above him, and seeming to try to offer him a measure of protection. Every so often, a looming shadow would appear overhead, distinct enough that he could tell it was the dragon, but that was all he could make of it. Then it would pass.

      He paused in the middle of a small clearing, and he listened to the sound of a stream burbling near him. He focused on the energy of the forest, on what he could tell was here, and looked for something more. But even as he searched and struggled, he could not find out anything else about this forest.

      A figure emerged from the trees, and Gavin froze.

      “I’m surprised to see you out here,” he said to Anna as she stepped forward. “I figured you had other things you needed to be doing in the city.”

      “There are many things that need doing, but it doesn’t all require my intervention. You have been busy in Yoran, but you’ve been busy outside of it as well.”

      Sunlight reflected off her golden hair, making it glow with an energy that seemed almost as if she were capturing the sunlight itself. She was dressed in a white gown, and she practically flowed through the trees. There was a part of Anna that looked as though she was always meant to be in the forest. It seemed like this was her home, and she was an outsider anyplace else she went, which was probably true. She had been home in the forest and in the trees in a way Gavin had never been.

      “Have you been following me?” he asked.

      “No, but I’ve been following your thoughts and your energy.”

      “That sounds like you’ve been following me,” Gavin said.

      She offered a hint of a smile. “I suppose it does, and perhaps I have been, but not in a way to try to make you uncomfortable. It’s more a way for me to understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      She turned to him, and her eyes flashed with vibrancy. For a moment, it felt almost as if he were aware of some distant energy that she summoned, like he could feel her connection to the El’aras, and he had some reflection of it through himself.

      “Understand what you intend to do with the trees,” she said. “I am the Shard, a weapon forged by the trees. And you are the Champion, another weapon forged by the trees.”

      “I didn’t realize I was a weapon forged by the trees so much as I was given a gift from them. And they aren’t really trees. They are your people, your elders, that have transferred into something different,” he said, feeling as if he had to explain it, mostly because he still wasn’t completely comfortable with what he knew about the bralinath trees and the power and connection that they shared.

      “They are still my people, and they have given you their gift. You must take that gift to heart, and use it in ways that will help protect our people.”

      Gavin was no longer going to argue with her about how she thought her people were their people. He might not feel as if he were El’aras, but the El’aras ancestors certainly felt he was. Given that, he thought he needed to simply embrace that.

      “Everything that’s happened so far is all linked to the order, but I don’t understand what it is,” he said. “I thought they wanted power, but Telluminder tells me that they want power dispersed. At least the true order does.”

      “There are some who fear what others would do with too much power. Perhaps they thought they had an ally in you.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Think of all you have done to the Sul’toral,” Anna said.

      “And yet I think of what the bralinath trees gave me. What they gave up for me.”

      “You fear they are fading.”

      “Well, I have felt the connection of power they offered me, and given what I have detected, and what I still detect, I can’t help but feel as if there was some part of them that changed in that gifting. Worse, I worry that I’m the only one holding that power now.”

      “It is possible. Come with me.” She turned and headed deeper into the forest.

      Gavin trailed after her, and the stone wolf followed. He watched her as they walked, waiting and worrying that there might be something else going on that he needed to learn about. Anna had been acting off ever since they’d returned from the other realm, as if going there had left her worried. He couldn’t even say anything about it at this point because he couldn’t understand anything more than what they had experienced.

      They wound through pine trees that towered overhead, the smell of their needles fragrant in the air. Being in the forest was comforting and relaxing, but there was an emptiness as well. Gavin wasn’t sure why he felt that emptiness the way he did, and it took a moment to realize that it came from the sense that something was missing. The absence of the bralinath trees bothered him more than anything else. If he could feel the trees, he might believe that everything was as it should be. Without them…

      Without them, Gavin worried that he might never feel complete.

      What would happen if that sense were to fade entirely? Would he always feel incomplete?

      Anna slowed near a small, slender bralinath tree, and he caught up to her.

      “He is one of the younger ones in the forest,” she said, her voice soft. “And I imagine that you can feel his touch here.”

      “I can,” Gavin said, then added, “but he is faint.”

      He could feel the effect of the bralinath tree. When he connected to that energy, images and memories came to him like flashes from the past. It was those flashes that he could latch on to so he could try to understand, but they also seemed to be the most difficult for him to make any sense of when nothing else changed.

      He traced back through the memories of the tree, thinking he might be able to uncover something that the tree wanted him to know. If so, then perhaps he could find some aspect of his El’aras heritage that would help him know more about who and what he was supposed to be. He couldn’t help but wonder if he could look to the past for answers about the order. There might be something there that he could learn, but it would be a challenge. It would involve the bralinath trees sharing something with him.

      “There was a city here,” Gavin said, speaking quietly. He could feel that energy coming through the tree, but what he felt was faint and difficult for him to fully ascertain. “But it’s not like other cities I’ve seen. Why is that?”

      “It was young,” Anna said. “It was a place that was meant to provide much hope. It moved here and then retreated, as we have often done.” Sadness filled her words. “Unfortunately, we have often had to retreat. I’m sure you can see that.”

      Gavin had seen it, even though he didn’t know why or what it meant.

      He tried to make sense of what he saw, but even as he looked around the forest, he could not tell much of anything, only that there was a distinct feeling of energy. The image that came to him from the bralinath suggested there was an ancient power flowing around here, as if he was supposed to be able to identify it, but he was not able to do so.

      “What happened to the city?” he asked her.

      “We did not have an opportunity to continue to develop it,” Anna said. “Alas, time took it from us. And everything we had, everything we were—at least here—faded away.”

      As she said the words, all the things Gavin saw in the image in his mind also began to fade, to the point where nothing remained. It was much as she had said, that there was nothing here for him to identify.

      “It seems like the bralinath are shifting,” he said.

      “I suspect you are right.”

      “Why?” He looked over to her. “Why would the bralinath trees change so much?”

      “Perhaps they cannot do anything else.”

      “But they were solid and strong for a long time. It was only once they began to push power into me that something about them changed. Why would they do that?”

      “You said it, Gavin Lorren. Power changes over time, does it not? And in the case of this kind of power and what it means, it suggests that this has changed to the point where there is very little left. We have lost it.”

      Gavin had seen that things were changing, and he had seen this splinter group of the order chasing a different kind of power. He had felt that power himself, and the dragon might even have connected to it.

      But what did that mean?

      And what would happen if they came for the bralinath trees—and the El’aras?

      It was that question that Gavin didn’t have an answer to, but as he glanced over to Anna and saw the look in her eyes, he realized it was that question he wanted to know the answer to.

      “Why don’t we look at other places of bralinath power?” he asked.

      “Yes. Why don’t we?”
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      The walk went quickly, as walks with Anna often did. She led them through the forest, which changed as they passed through it. There were great parts of the forest that were filled with pine trees, some with oak, and still others with tall, white-bark spruce trees. Everything seemed to slowly shift as she guided him, but throughout the forest, there were the occasional bralinath trees. And it was those bralinath trees that Gavin found himself needing to try to make sense of.

      As they walked, he could feel the energy around him and the way that power seemed to bloom, carrying up through the ground and building in a manner that was meant to rise up for him to use it. He tried to understand that bralinath power, but even as he did, he could feel some aspect of it that seemed to have changed.

      Every time he paused, there was a sense of the memory of the El’aras that had occupied those places. Gavin had spent considerable time wandering the forest, trying to understand the bralinath power that existed within him, yet even as he had come to see the different places of the El’aras, he had not had a complete image in his mind the way he did now.

      They stopped in the northern section of the forest. A pair of mountains towered in the distance, and a tall, crumbling stone fortress was set in the midst of it. Several bralinath trees rose around it, creating a ring of power, and even in that, there was a feeling of emptiness.

      “There are memories here,” Gavin said.

      “Yes. Memories,” Anna said. “We have been looking to try to understand what those memories are, and most of us who have understood the truth of the trees have not been able to use that power, nor have we been able to make sense of it. There is very little we can do with it.” She shrugged. “None of us have been the Champion, not as you have been. But perhaps we have not needed to be. All that’s been necessary is for us to have an opportunity to connect to this power so we can understand our people.”

      “But it’s changing,” he said, looking over to her. Behind him, he had the distinct sense of the energy coming from that fortress, something that struck him as significant, as if there was something from the fortress itself that he was supposed to be able to identify. Perhaps there was power within it, trapped and stored in the same way that there was power in other places they had visited. Or perhaps there was a different memory that he was meant to have so he could understand it. “Why did you bring me to these places?” he asked. “It has to be about more than just the bralinath trees.”

      “There have always been those who chased power. Some do so because they want to understand it, some do so because they want to control it. Others want none to have it.”

      “You have experience with this in your past?”

      She gave him a small smile. “Is that your way of asking how old I am?”

      “I suppose I could ask that,” he said. “Well?”

      “Not that it makes much difference.” Anna turned, looking back at the fortress with her hands clasped behind her. The sun had set, and the moon was starting to rise. It glowed softly, creating shafts of silver light that slowly swept across the ground. “I have served as the Shard for the last ten years. Before that, I was not the Shard.”

      “That isn’t an answer. Are you going to tell me that you’re only ten years old?”

      “I am about the same age as you, Gavin Lorren.” She smiled. “No, actually, I do think you look older than me.”

      “I’ve lived a hard life,” he said, laughing softly.

      “Yes. You most definitely have.”

      He looked around, and he focused on whether he could feel anything here. There was nothing for him to detect, only the power he knew was out there. That energy. He became aware of how the bralinath trees seemed to make it difficult for him to pick up on much else.

      Gavin turned to Anna, watching her.

      “These places are memories of who we were,” she began. “And I thought that perhaps you might be able to identify some of that. Here, at least, is a place that was powerful at one point. It’s a place our people once used during our fight.”

      “What kind of a fight?”

      “There was a time when we believed that it would be dangerous for others to learn of our people and what we could do. And it was. We dealt with the Sul’toral, sorcerers, and others who had power, but perhaps there has always been a dangerous kind of knowledge.”

      “Knowledge isn’t a danger,” Gavin said. “Knowledge allows you to know what is truly a danger and what is not. Ignoring that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “There are many things that don’t make sense when it comes to what my ancestors did.”

      She strode over to the tree nearest them and touched it. As she did, a faint glow emanated from it, as if the tree was reacting to her touch and perhaps communicating with her. Gavin wondered if that was even possible. He didn’t have any idea if the trees were conscious enough to be able to have that reaction. But as she traced her hand along the tree, she smiled, though it was mostly to herself.

      “I can feel it,” Anna said, her voice soft. “I can feel the hatred and the anger for sorcerers here. Places like this are potent with it, and when it comes, I’m all too aware of how it continues to build, as if…” She closed her eyes, and she rocked in place. “As if our ancestors wanted us to know that. It’s like our ancestors wanted us to fight on their behalf. But that doesn’t seem to fit.” She turned back to Gavin, pulling her hand off the tree.

      “I feel as though our ancestors were not all the same,” he said.

      Maybe that was the message or lesson he was trying to take away from this, only he wasn’t sure if that was what he was supposed to get from it. He felt as if there might have to be some answer here, and that Anna needed there to be meaning behind what they were doing, and her role in all of it. Perhaps she did want there to be meaning. Perhaps that was the greatest she could take from it.

      “Should I try to ask the trees?” he said.

      “It’s not necessary. I have been able to hear their voices. There are those here who were alive in my time. They still speak to me. I suspect they do so in a way that is different enough that it’s meant for me to understand what they want, but when they speak to me, I make a point of listening and trying to understand. I also try not to let their opinion or what they believe sway me.”

      “Why would they try to sway you?” he asked.

      “Have the voices of the other bralinath elders changed how you felt?”

      They hadn’t. Not exactly. But there were times when he felt the connection, and he wondered if perhaps they were trying to convince him to do something different than what he wanted to. They had provided answers, but it seemed as if those answers were restricted in some ways, tied to whatever it was that the trees wanted from him, and not always what he wanted from himself.

      And perhaps that was what the true order feared. Power like that, concentrated in the way it was, remained dangerous to those who still lived with it.

      Anna looked around for a minute, before she motioned for him to follow. Gavin did so slowly this time, and he found himself glancing back to the fortress, feeling as if there was something about it that he should take a moment to understand, but he feared doing so in case he might learn something he did not want to know. Given how Anna had described the El’aras ancestors, and given what he knew about them, perhaps it was not something he wanted to know, anyway. It was possible that it did not matter. It was possible that it could not matter.

      “I’ve been giving quite a bit of thought to your experience, and everything you have come to know about the trees,” she said. “It’s different than most have experienced with them, Gavin.”

      “I’ve gathered. You’ve made that quite clear. Is it because I’m the Champion, or is there some other reason you think that matters?”

      “I had thought it was because you are the Champion, but I don’t know if that’s all it is. Perhaps there is something else to it.”

      She paused, peering out over the landscape of rolling hills that headed toward the mountains in the distance. As she stared quietly, she seemed unsettled. She did not turn to him, though Gavin had the distinct sense of her holding on to power. He often felt that around her, though he was not sure why he could feel it quite as potently as he did with Anna, and less so with others.

      “Everything changes,” she said. “Perhaps that’s what is motivating the true order. They understand that everything is changing, and fear it.”

      “You fear change,” Gavin said.

      Anna nodded. “I do. I don’t know how I could not. With everything we’ve been through, it seems to me that there is still so much that has not been explained. We should be able to understand something in the past, and the trees should provide us with answers, but for whatever reason, the trees are part of the problem. The elders are part of the problem.”

      “It’s not the trees, but the order.”

      “I would love it if they were not the issue,” she said. “But unfortunately, I have not been able to convince myself of that. The trees have been involved in some way.”

      Gavin had not seen her like this before. Anna was the one who had tried to convince him of his purpose, and all the things the El’aras were meant to do. For her to think like this, to react like this… It left him a little unsettled, but he didn’t know if there was anything he could do about. His discomfort may not matter. Her discomfort may not matter either. At this point, he wasn’t even sure what did matter, only that they would continue to look for answers.

      “The bralinath trees provided us with what we needed so we could counter the danger we’ve experienced,” he said. “Had they not been involved, I’m not sure we would have been able to overpower the others.”

      Anna breathed out slowly and steadily as she looked over to him, but then she turned her attention outward and stared at the mountains in the distance. “I’ve been trying to tell myself the same thing. I’ve been trying to reassure myself, but everything you have uncovered leaves me wondering if perhaps we are interpreting things the wrong way. What if the bralinath trees, and the power they possess, represent something different—and dangerous?”

      “Such as what?” he asked.

      “Such as a different sort of power that is fighting to not be destroyed?”

      “And perhaps there are those who are fighting to hold it themselves.”

      He looked around, and though he could still feel some of that faded energy of the bralinath trees, Gavin had come to recognize the danger in it, and the danger of what that might represent, as well as what he might need to do to grasp that power.

      “We should return,” she said. “I don’t have more answers for you, but I wanted you to be aware of my concern about what it might mean.” She flashed a bright smile at him. “And if there is nothing, then perhaps there is nothing.”

      “So you don’t want me to let our ancestors guide us any longer?”

      “I think we should be careful with their guidance.”

      “I’m always careful,” Gavin said. He forced a return smile, but Anna didn’t seem to react to it the way she had before.

      She strode away from him, disappearing into the trees. He lingered for a few moments before chasing after her.

      It was quiet as they journeyed back toward the forest outside Yoran, where they stopped at another grove of bralinath trees. Gavin focused on the power of those trees, and as he did, he could see the energy that radiated from them. The power within those trees was significant, and tied to the power they had once been. The elders they had once been.

      Images started to flicker in his mind, as they often did, gradually building and coming back to him. They showed him the village that had been here, and then the images faded into nothingness.

      What if Anna was right? What if the elders—those El’aras who had eventually become the bralinath trees—feared fading away?

      He had assumed they were altruistic, wanting the best for the El’aras. He had assumed the elders had been working with him and Anna to provide aspects of their own power for the benefit of their people, to provide them with a way of being more. But there was also the possibility that they were not at all concerned about helping those that came after, but rather were more concerned about trying to salvage themselves.

      And worse, Gavin wasn’t even sure if he would know.

      But he couldn’t worry about that now. There was the danger of the order and the power they were after, but he didn’t know what he was going to have to do to stay ahead of them, or how he was going to counter them. At this point, he felt as if they were looking for something, but he wasn’t sure what that was.

      He held on to the images that flickered in his mind, but did not have a sense of any individual bralinath. He never had. There were the trees, and there was the power, but maybe there was no individual. Or perhaps the bralinath trees, and the elders they represented, knew what they were doing, and knew that there was no way for him to grasp that.
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      He found Imogen on the outskirts of Yoran. She had her blade outstretched as she stood in the tree pose. He assumed there was some formal name for it, which she had yet to reveal to him. Though she was quiet, Gavin became increasingly aware of the power she was summoning through that pose as he approached, feeling pressure against him that seemed meant to try to keep him from getting any nearer. He didn’t know if he could even get close to her while she was holding the pose the way she was.

      “Gavin Lorren,” she said, glancing toward him. “You look troubled.”

      “Troubled would be a good way to describe it,” Gavin said, forcing a smile. “I was hoping to ask you about your Porapeth connection.”

      “I’ve shared with you quite a bit.”

      “In this case, I was hoping that maybe what you can see might benefit us.”

      She nodded slowly, knowingly. “Unfortunately, there isn’t anything I can see clearly. And nothing Benji can see either.” She often referred to Benji, the Porapeth who had gifted her the power he had. Gavin wished he’d had an opportunity to know him.

      “Is there a difference between what you can see and what Benji can see?” he asked.

      “Sometimes. Although there are times when I think he simply speaks through me. This time, he is silent, and what I can see is… limited.”

      Gavin was quiet for a moment.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you? Perhaps a spar?”

      He smiled tightly. “I’m not so sure that will be of any benefit to either of us.”

      “Perhaps not,” Imogen said. “It’s disappointing. There was a time when the only thing I enjoyed was a good sparring session. Now I find it impossible to find anybody worthwhile to spar with.”

      “Maybe you’ll find somebody who has your skill set to challenge you.”

      “All I want is to lead my people somewhere they are safe.”

      “They can be safe around Yoran.”

      She looked over. “Do you believe we’re truly welcomed?”

      “I think it’s complicated,” Gavin said carefully. “I think there are those who believe that Yoran should only consist of the original inhabitants, whereas there are others who understand that the various powers are going to focus on Yoran regardless, so having those with the skill to defend it will be beneficial.”

      He stood next to her, focusing on the same tree pattern she possessed, but he didn’t even need to do much for him to feel as if there was a certain sense of power that emanated from him. He could feel it within, much like he could feel the way that tree pattern seemed to bloom out from him, though it was a different tree than the one she used. Gavin didn’t know what kind of tree she preferred, though he suspected it would be one tied to her homeland. He had always focused on the bralinath trees when he used the pattern. Something within those trees would provide him with answers, even though he had felt as if he were not quite part of the bralinath.

      “I can see that your Tree Stands in the Forest form has faltered,” Imogen said. “Something is wrong.”

      Gavin looked over. “You can see it?”

      That would be impressive. When she used her pattern, he could feel it, but couldn’t see it.

      Imogen moved ever so slightly, turning in place, but even when she did, it didn’t change her pattern or keep her from holding on to her tree form. Somehow, she managed to move while still maintaining it, which Gavin found remarkable. For his part, he could not hold that pattern while standing and moving at the same time. The immobility was key, for whatever reason. He had been trying to move with it and attempting to make sense of it, but frustratingly, he had not been able to do so.

      “There is something about these forms that I am able to see,” she said. “I don’t have a good answer for you, but I can observe them, which allows me to have an understanding of them.” She shrugged. “Perhaps that doesn’t make any sense to you. I have found that not all my people benefit from the same pattern. Some need a different variant than others. Perhaps what you need is a variant of what you’ve been trying.”

      He thought of other trees—pine and oak and walnut—but none of those focused the power in the way he knew was necessary for him to draw the power out of himself.

      The only other one he could think of besides the bralinath was the seeker tree.

      He tried that one, and was somewhat surprised that the seeker tree pattern formed easily in his mind. It seemed to hold up so he could use the energy within it, and he could make sense of what it formed for him, and what it showed him.

      “The tree has changed,” Imogen said, turning toward him and flicking her blade briefly. “I wonder why that should be.”

      The seeker tree pattern had been shifting for him in some way, though he wasn’t entirely sure how—or why. “I don’t know,” Gavin said.

      “Interesting. Perhaps something about you is different?”

      She whipped her blade around but didn’t even change positions. Gavin’s eyes widened. He would’ve expected her to have to release the tree when she did that, but he still felt the resistance of that weapon, while also feeling the effect and power of another one of her sacred patterns. The combination struck outward at him, forcing him to anchor himself, but…

      He realized he didn’t necessarily need to anchor himself to hold the same pattern or stay in place. By channeling the seeker tree, he found that he could move. Seeker trees were unique, and with it, he was able to use that power and let it guide him.

      Doing so carried him forward. He shifted positions so that he found himself sliding, moving, and finally freed.

      “Very good,” Imogen said. “Most of my people have struggled to master that aspect of the pattern.”

      “And which aspect is that?”

      “Trying to make sense of how to hold on to one power while also maintaining another. It’s a split of your concentration and focus, and it’s something that requires a very structured mind. I am not at all surprised that you would be able to do it, but when you were using your other tree, you weren’t quite as structured. Does that make sense?”

      “Well, the bralinath trees are ancient, and they don’t move.”

      “I’m not even sure if that’s it,” she said, and she began to circle around him, while also maintaining the tree pattern. Its power radiated out from her and washed over him.

      “I tried a seeker tree,” Gavin said.

      “Seeker. That sounds more like you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re a man of action, and a man who has always done what you have to, searching for where you might be needed. A seeker tree would fit with what I would expect you to do.” She smiled tightly, and then she swung her blade in a quick arc, sheathing it faster than Gavin could follow. She straightened and bowed ever so slightly to him, while never releasing the power that she held.

      At this point, he couldn’t even tell how many different kinds of patterns she was using, as it seemed to him that she was drawing on more than just two.

      “You’re going to have to tell me how you do that,” he said.

      “I told you, Gavin Lorren, it is about the structure of your mind.”

      “I guess your mind is far more structured than mine, then.”

      “I’m sure Gaspar would claim the same, but I don’t know that I would. It is merely a matter of experience. Given what I know of you and what you can do with your various techniques, I think that it’s easy enough for you to split your mind off and find the same sort of structure. I suppose an analogy would be fighting with multiple styles at the same time.”

      “When I do that, I blend them.”

      “In this case, it’s not so dissimilar.”

      “How did you learn to do that?”

      “Necessity,” she said. When Gavin frowned, Imogen shrugged. “There was a time when I was dealing with a mentor of mine and trying to help him. It required that I learn to hold structure. It was one of the more challenging aspects of my training. I had thought that my mentor was done teaching me, but there are always lessons to be learned.”

      “This was the Porapeth?”

      She shook her head. “This was my first mentor.”

      Her voice fell into a whisper, and she stared straight ahead, almost as if she were still trying to understand those lessons. Maybe she was.

      “I will work on structure,” he said. “But I wonder if perhaps the trees don’t like what I’m doing.”

      “I hadn’t considered that before. You wonder if they fear change.”

      “Well, I don’t fear it, but Anna has begun to grow worried about it. She’s been seeing evidence of other experiences, and other actions, that make her wonder if there was an issue.”

      “Interesting. Something more to look at.”

      Gavin nodded. “Are you going to stay out here?”

      “Perhaps for a little while.” She looked around. “A place like this is good for me. It gives me an opportunity to think and meditate and try to make sense of my place in the world.”

      He bowed politely to Imogen, reflecting the same movement she had made, and then headed away. He passed Gaspar, who stood nearby.

      “You seem troubled, boy.”

      “It’s all of this. The order. The bralinath trees. The knowledge I’m not able to access but feel like I need to.” He sighed.

      Gaspar looked over to Imogen. “And the two of you?”

      “She was teaching me something,” Gavin said.

      “Don’t go doing that,” Gaspar called to her. “We don’t need the boy getting full of himself and mastering all the things you can do.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to stop him from mastering what I can do, even if I tried,” Imogen said. “He needs only to see it a few times before he does. I merely gave a few instructions on how he might be able to better perform.”

      Gaspar grinned. “Is that right?”

      “And on that note,” Gavin said, glancing over to Imogen and laughing slightly, “I think it’s time for me to go.”

      He watched as Gaspar headed over to Imogen, passing through her protections and talking quietly with her. Gavin smiled. He had thought that Gaspar had been comfortable when he’d gotten back together with Desarra, but there was something easy about his rapport with Imogen.

      Gavin made his way along the edge of the city, testing the defenses. Everything felt right, but he couldn’t quite explain why something bothered him. Maybe it was just his imagination, but it seemed like some part of the protections had begun to change. It was something he was going to have to speak to his newly formed council about.

      “Gavin?”

      The sound of Wrenlow’s voice suddenly intruding in his ear surprised him. He had forgotten he had the enchantment in place.

      “Are you back there already?” Gavin asked.

      “Already? I’ve been in the archives for… well, I guess I don’t know how long I was over in Yoran. I lost track of time. So maybe I’m back already?” It sounded like Wrenlow was smiling. “I’d like to show you something.”

      “That never goes well.”

      “This one I think will. And this one I think you’ll appreciate.”

      “Why?”

      “Remember how I’ve told you that I’m trying to piece together some of the writing to make sense of it?”

      “I remember,” Gavin said.

      “Well, I think we’ve started to make some progress. Yet there’s one aspect here that I don’t quite grasp that I think you need to be a part of.”

      “It’s late, Wrenlow. You need me now?”

      “I think you’re going to want to see this.” His tone had turned serious.

      The glowing lights of Yoran called to Gavin, but if his friend needed him, he was going to go. He looked up at the sky, practically feeling the dragon out there, even though he didn’t. As he focused, he drew on that connection. The dragon began to recognize Gavin’s need for it, and then started toward him.

      “Are you coming?” Wrenlow asked.

      “You do realize that it takes some time for me to reach you. At least, you should realize that. It’s not like I can just instantaneously get there.”

      “That’s right. I’m sorry. But I’m hopeful we can change that soon.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just get here.”

      The dark shape of the dragon appeared in the distance, and Gavin didn’t have to wait long before it started to descend, then landed next to him. He hurriedly climbed on top of it, patting its rough, scaled side. The dragon launched into the air, which caused him to cling to its back as it flew quickly.

      Before he knew it, the dragon dropped, setting itself down atop the Society house in Ishan. Gavin still had not learned how the sorcerers felt about having a dragon land near them, but he had the feeling that they were more alarmed than they were unhappy. There was power within the dragon, and every time he had visited the Society house, sorcerers had come out to try to look at it. More than a few of the council that served with Char had attempted to study the dragon, as if they would find answers about what Gavin had done.

      He climbed off the dragon and said, “You don’t have to wait here.”

      The dragon swiveled its head to look at him. There was a glow in its eyes that suggested actual intelligence.

      As Gavin made his way over toward the entrance to the Society house, the door opened.

      “I thought I felt something,” Char said.

      He was dressed in his maroon robes, and his black hair was a bit disheveled, but his stare seemed to bore into Gavin like he was analyzing him, or perhaps trying to break him in some way. Gavin simply didn’t think that Char wanted to harm him, but he certainly watched him with a strange expression that Gavin found amusing more than anything else.

      “Was I not supposed to come?”

      “No. I think it’s best you did. Wrenlow told me he sent word to you.”

      “The two of you are working on this project together?”

      Char wrinkled his brow, and the look in his eyes shifted slightly. “He’s an interesting one, Wrenlow. I’ve been impressed by how quickly he assesses and comes to terms with everything we’ve been seeing. I also don’t know that we would’ve solved this most recent puzzle without him.”

      “So is that a compliment or not? I can’t tell. It seems like you’re not sure either.”

      “I’ve never met a scholar like him before.”

      “Well, Wrenlow isn’t a typical scholar, so I doubt you would have met anyone like him.”

      “I feel like he sees things differently,” Char said.

      “That’s the Wrenlow I know.”

      “He’s an intriguing man.”

      “Anyway,” Gavin said. “Are you going to take me inside, or are we going to stand here and debate the merits of whether or not you’re going to let me see just what it is that you and Wrenlow have uncovered? Obviously, something happened. Wrenlow asked me to join him at the gods only know what time of day.”

      “Late,” Char said.

      “Of course it’s late. Otherwise, Wrenlow would have come to me directly.”

      Char guided him into the Society house, and from there, Gavin found his way back to the library. Then he looked around, until he found Wrenlow sitting at a table inside the library.

      Wrenlow glanced up as Gavin approached. “There you are,” he said, far more chipper than Gavin felt given the time of night, though he had been busy throughout the day, so perhaps that added to his foul mood as well. He was tired from everything he’d been doing, to the point where he just wanted to rest.

      “Do you want to tell me what this is about?”

      “I think you’ll want to see this.” He grabbed a book out of a nearby stack, set it on the table in front of him, and opened it. “Look. What do you see here?”

      “Your handwriting and some scribbled notes. I don’t know what else I’m supposed to see.”

      “These are notes about what I’ve been finding lately,” Wrenlow said. “Most of the books in this library are mysteries to us, and it’s hard to know what they’re going to be about. We’re forced to read a few pages of each one to try to get the gist of it before we can decide if the book is going to be useful to us or not.”

      “And?”

      “Well, this one”—he motioned to the table—“is unique. And I think you’re going to like it.”

      “Go on.”

      “Remember how you sent us to the different realms?”

      Gavin frowned. “Yes. I think I remember it quite well.”

      “This book describes the technique you used.” Wrenlow looked up and grinned at him. “It describes how you do it, and what’s involved, and what you need to do to have some control over it.” He glanced back down at the notes. “We’re still working on it. I haven’t been able to read quite a few of these symbols, other than to piece together some of them, and to know that there’s some aspect to them that we’re able to identify. If you give me time, I should be able to figure out what this tells you and how to do it.”

      Gavin suppressed his frustration. “So you have something that will eventually show me what this does, but you don’t have any way of doing it yet.”

      “Not yet,” Wrenlow said. “I know, I know. That’s not going to make you happy, especially because you’re going to think I called you here for nothing. But I think this is useful, regardless.”

      “You know, it might be . The bralinath trees aren’t showing me the same secrets as they once did, but…”

      He had another idea, and it was one he should have thought about before. Why did he have to use the bralinath trees to show him the secret of folding? What if he went to Alana instead? She might even understand something from the book.

      “You did well, Wrenlow,” he said.

      Wrenlow nodded. “I know I did. I just needed you to see what I was talking about. And with this, it’s obvious that there’s something useful here, so all we have to do is try to piece it together, figure out what we can do with it, and then we can travel more easily. And…” He looked over to Gavin. “You don’t even have to worry about whether there’s anything dangerous. If you get stuck somewhere, you just fold, right? Maybe you could even go to some of these realms.”

      “There are some realms I don’t really want to go to,” Gavin said.

      “But you’ve already gone to this library, and to wherever Tenender took us, and even the prison realm, so you have experience going to them. It’s just that now you need to find a way to uncover a different technique.” He threw up his hands, seemingly far more excited about it than Gavin was.

      The order must have some way of figuring things out that Gavin did not. That bothered him, since he didn’t like the idea that they were ignorant. With Wrenlow and Char, Gavin did not feel as if they were ignorant. Still, there were things they did not know that the order seemed to easily learn.

      “Keep looking,” Gavin said.

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to keep digging into this, and I’m sure I’m going to find something here. I don’t know what it is, or how I’m going to, but I’ll keep searching,” Wrenlow said.

      “And this is the only thing you called me for?”

      “Not really. This was the reason I got excited, because I thought you might want to hear out about this, but I called you because we found something else.” His tone became serious. “It wasn’t in the library before.”

      “What wasn’t there?”

      “This.”

      Wrenlow pulled a fragment of paper out and set it on the table. There were three symbols on it, none of which Gavin could read, but there seemed to be something about it that was important. At least, it was important enough that Wrenlow had called him here for it.

      “Somebody left paper?”

      “None of us make these marks,” Wrenlow said. “The only person we have seen doing it is—”

      “Tenender.”
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      Gavin stood in the antechamber leading into the library, focusing on the various symbols around it. Wrenlow was next to him, staying quiet, though he was still holding the scrap of paper that had been left in the library. Gavin agreed with Wrenlow that there was something about that piece of paper that seemed odd, not only in that it had a series of symbols he didn’t recognize, but also in the fact that the paper itself looked as if it had aged differently than in other places they had been. That seemed significant, although Gavin wasn’t sure why or how. He also wasn’t sure what it meant, only that he suspected it was important.

      Wrenlow stared at the door. Gavin understood. Neither of them knew what the order was after, nor did they know why they wanted the archive. Maybe there was knowledge in this library that would help the order find their next target. If so, then Gavin, Wrenlow, and the others had to protect this place with everything they could.

      “I’m going to take us there, and we’re going to look around,” Gavin said. “If there’s anything dangerous, I want you to stay close to me and be ready.”

      “I know how to handle myself,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin turned to him. “Normally, I would say that you do, especially since I know you’re fully equipped with enchantments, so I don’t usually worry about you being able to protect yourself.” Faring well was a different story, but in the case of what Wrenlow had to deal with, Gavin wasn’t sure whether it mattered. “But in this place, the nature of this realm mitigates the kind of sorcery and power that go into those enchantments so there isn’t anything you can do to protect yourself the way you normally would. The only defenses you have there are—”

      “You,” Wrenlow said. “I know, Gavin. Besides, we didn’t see anything there, so you don’t have to worry about it. I just was trying to get you to know there was something.”

      Gavin breathed out, glanced to the door leading into the antechamber from the library, and then began to focus on the various powers that were around him. The series of markings were made in El’aras writing, and he pushed out his core reserves, drawing on the hint of residual bralinath tree power that he could. He sent it out into the walls, forming a matrix of power that helped fold them down. The effect was rapid, though painful, as it often was. He wondered if there would ever come a time that it was not painful, but maybe entering the realm like that was always going to hurt, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      Gavin stepped free of the power and looked over to Wrenlow, who had already started to walk forward. Gavin grabbed him.

      “You don’t have to be so concerned,” Wrenlow said, waving him off.

      “We look together.”

      He took a step. The room had changed significantly from the first time they had found it. The rows of shelves seemed more disrupted because of Wrenlow and Char, along with the other scholars they had brought through here. Each of them had had an opportunity to study the various books and shuffle them around. From what Gavin had learned about the library, they were concerned that it was dangerous to disrupt the pattern too much because of the possibility that there might be something within that pattern to help explain what they were looking for—answers they needed about the power that would help them understand everything in the library. For the most part, the sorcerers had generally left the books in place, but occasionally pulled them out to indicate books they had begun to work through.

      “The scrap of paper was over there,” Wrenlow said, motioning to the left.

      “Was it near any particular set of books?”

      Gavin headed toward where Wrenlow indicated, hand on the hilt of his sword. He felt ridiculous doing that in a library, especially as he didn’t feel anything else here, but if Tenender or the order had come through this place, Gavin knew better than to assume they were going to be safe. Tenender and the order had far more knowledge than they did, and they posed a unique challenge.

      “Nothing we were able to determine,” Wrenlow said, shrugging. “Well, Char was working with me, trying to piece together whatever we found, but so far neither of us have figured out anything with the books.”

      “How about any of the others who’ve been studying?”

      “Most others have grown disinterested over time,” he said. “There isn’t that much here to read, but what is here is time consuming. I think the other scholars are taking notes, then leaving so they can try to piece through everything on their own.”

      Gavin could tell from Wrenlow’s tone that he was irritated by that thought, and even viewed it as offensive.

      “We’ve been spending quite a bit of time here,” Wrenlow continued. “We know that the answers to the past will be found here. Well, our answers to the past. Yours are found in a different place.” He snorted as if he’d told himself a great joke. He paused in front of the shelf of books and then crouched down, pointing to the ground. “This is where the scrap of paper was. Normally, I might not even have noticed it. I’ve been focusing over there,” he said, pointing to another section of the ancient library, “and spending most of my time at the table near it, but when I was ready to leave, I saw the paper resting there and knew something was up.”

      Gavin scanned the room. “ Then I suppose that what we need to determine is if there’s anything in these sections that he might’ve been drawn to.”

      “This is somebody who knows these books better than we do,” Wrenlow said. When Gavin shot him a look, Wrenlow looked at the shelves. “To be honest, I’m a little jealous. I can only imagine how easy it is for him to read through most of these things, whereas we have to take our time to try to put it together and come up with an answer. He can probably just read it much easier than we can.”

      “You need to get to that same level of fluency,” Gavin said.

      “Do you have that fluency?”

      “No.”

      “And that’s despite what the trees provided for you?”

      “Well, the trees provided…” He frowned. The trees provided some knowledge, but it wasn’t complete. It wasn’t as if he had become an expert in the language. He could just read certain snippets of it, aspects that helped him put together what he thought was there, but not so much that he could interpret everything.

      Gavin crouched down in front of the shelf, studying where the paper had been left. He looked up and noticed that the wood of the shelf had a mark scratched into it. He held his hand out above it and began to call on his core reserves, which were fainter here, and pushed some of that energy out of himself into the mark. He didn’t remember seeing that before, and he didn’t know how old or new it was. As he began to push that power out of him, a fluttering sense came from within him, flowed into the marking, and then faded.

      He had to be careful, since there was a possibility that something like that might latch on to him. He had certainly seen something like that in the past, but in this case, there was nothing.

      “Have you seen this before?” Gavin asked.

      “I’m sure that’s been there,” Wrenlow said.

      “Have you seen it, though?”

      Wrenlow looked over to him. “Well, I don’t really know. To be honest, I’m more focused on the books that are here, and I haven’t been paying attention to the shelves themselves.” Wrenlow moved forward, and he started to pull out some of the books from the shelves. “So, like this one. I can tell from the title that it refers to an animal that existed at that time, but I can’t determine much else. That makes me wonder why they would’ve kept a book about some animal. I don’t know why it would’ve mattered, or what would’ve made it significant, unless the animal is somehow sacred to them.” He scratched his chin. “That could make a certain sort of sense based on what we’ve seen from other places.”

      “Unless the animal was magical,” Gavin said.

      “Oh. I guess I didn’t think about that. Maybe it was some sort of magical creature, and they were leaving a record of it so that those who came through here were able to find something else?” He frowned. “I guess I don’t really know. Anyway, I think we should try to piece through the books. Given your exposure to what the trees gave you, I was hoping that maybe you might be able to help me figure out if there’s any sort of theme here with what he was looking for.”

      Gavin nodded as he picked his way along the shelving.

      “Gavin?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Just a minute.”

      “Actually, I was wondering if maybe you could help me here now.”

      “I’m testing something,” Gavin said.

      “What are you testing? I told you that those marks were probably here already.”

      Probably didn’t mean that they had been.

      Gavin didn’t go far, but he didn’t have to before he found another similar mark. This one was a little higher along the wooden crossbeam, but the mark also looked fresh. Like before, he focused on his core reserves, and he pushed just a little bit of power out of himself, testing whether there was anything he might be able to uncover from within the mark that might help him understand its power, and whether there was anything in that power that would explain anything they had uncovered. As he pushed that power out of himself, he did not feel anything other than a hint of fading energy that began to slowly drift out of him.

      “It’s the same,” Gavin said.

      “Well, maybe somebody had marked the shelves to signify what books are here?”

      “This one is fresh.”

      “We don’t know how well things are preserved in this place. Do you think Tenender made these markings?”

      “No. It might be some way for him to travel here. To communicate with us. To harm us.” He looked over to Wrenlow. “With the knowledge that the order has, there are more possibilities than I can come up with. I figured that if there’s anything here, we should put it together so we can identify what influence he might’ve had on this.”

      “You do that, and I’m going to keep looking at these books. There does seem to be a pattern with the marks, but they aren’t all animals,” Wrenlow said, turning his attention back to the shelf. “But the symbol is similar. Maybe that’s the key.”

      Gavin let Wrenlow get to work, and he made his way around the library, looking for more of those markings. He found another one just a few feet away, though it was difficult for him to tell the age of it. It was possible that this one was older. He tested it, much like he had the others, and found a bit of power that lingered in it, unlike the last time. As he continued to push, he felt that resistance, and then it faded. It disappeared altogether, leaving nothing left.

      He moved on, making a circle around the library, and then he paused and glanced at the shelves he had already tested. He turned his attention back to the one where the scrap of paper had been. Gavin hurried to recheck each of the shelves and their marks. Some seemed older, some looked newer, and he couldn’t even tell with the others.

      It was possible that what Wrenlow suggested was the answer. Maybe this was some way of cataloging the books, indicating to the librarian what had been shelved in one section or another. The newer markings were what bothered Gavin. He stood in the middle of the room and focused on the newer marks he had seen, holding them in his mind as if there was some sort of pattern or form that Tristan had once taught him, and then he called on his core reserves. When he did, he didn’t push anything out. Not yet. He simply held on to the image in his mind, and that was all.

      Knowledge suddenly flared inside him. It combined with what he had drawn from the bralinath trees and the memories they had gifted him, and it surged up through him, combining with those symbols. Together they created a matrix around him, and Gavin recognized what it was for.

      It was a pattern that resembled a way of folding.

      What about some of the other markings on the shelves? Some of those were different ages, and though he couldn’t read them, he wondered if he could pick out a pattern to them. If he had been able to figure out the newer pattern, he was left wondering if he might be able to use something similar to find another answer.

      He focused, thinking about the one pattern he had, and then searched around him until he found several of the marks that were similar enough but older. Gradually, that pattern began to form in his mind. With each symbol he identified, more of that pattern formed, and surprisingly, more of a connection to the bralinath trees began to form too. He pushed that connection up through him, and he saw something taking shape—a surge of energy, not unlike what he had seen before.

      “There are two different patterns here that I can identify,” Gavin said to Wrenlow, who was still working through the library. When Wrenlow turned to him, Gavin pointed to several different shelves. “Like I told you, some of the marks look to be newer, but I think you’re right, and we can’t say how much newer they are.” He motioned to other marks. “Some of them are older. And then there’s one that’s even older still, but I can’t quite grasp that pattern.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know. I think the order is after knowledge, but what if they’ve already gotten it?” Gavin frowned. “And here I’ve been assuming that we needed to protect the library from them, but maybe it’s already too late.”

      And then what?
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      The inside of the library had become crowded. Adding just three other people made it feel that way, so having not only Wrenlow but also Char, Gaspar, Imogen, and Anna made it seen even busier. Anna had also brought five El’aras with her, claiming that she needed protection. Gavin wasn’t sure that was the case, but he wasn’t going to argue with her when it came to her safety, especially given that he had no idea what they were going to find when they activated the patterns and attempted to follow them.

      All of them were supposedly part of the council that would protect Yoran, so Gavin also didn’t love having them here with him. He needed them to be serving their city.

      “These?” Gaspar asked, crouching down in front of one of the markings. “I don’t know about that, boy. It doesn’t look like much.”

      “It looks like the same sort of markings that Tenender placed inside the outpost.” Gavin immediately focused on the patterns, holding on to them in his mind and pushing out his core reserves so that the patterns began to glow, forming the power he knew was there. “And I can feel it forming. If I push just a little harder, it seems like there’s some aspect of this that will take hold.”

      “And then what?” Anna asked, watching him.

      He didn’t have much of an explanation for what he felt, or what he was doing, only that he recognized there was power. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe then I begin to follow it, the same way we followed it before. If it’s something that Tenender and the order are after”—or worse, he knew, a place where Tenender had already traveled—“then we need to go anyway. We don’t know what they’ve been doing.”

      Nobody argued with him. There wasn’t much to argue about when it came to everything they had gone through.

      He looked at the others with him. “I’m going to follow, and I’m hopeful that the rest of you will come with me, but if you choose not to, I’m not going to blame you. Anybody else who doesn’t come should stay here, keep an eye on where we went, and whether anything comes through.” He turned to Anna. “There also needs to be at least one El’aras who can make the transition between here and the library at the Society house.”

      She gestured to the five El’aras. “They will remain. They are going to provide us with protection against whatever comes through here. If anything.”

      Gavin nodded. He didn’t know them, though he had seen two of the El’aras before. They provided Anna with protection, but not constantly. It was different than when Thomas had served her. He had kept an eye on her at all hours, making it difficult for Gavin to meet with her from time to time.

      He missed Thomas. The man had been cantankerous and stubborn, but he had also had knowledge and experience. Gavin looked over to the El’aras. How many of them had been with Anna from the beginning, and how many of them were new to her service? And did it even matter?

      “Well,” Gaspar said, straightening and turning back to Gavin. “You got us here, boy. Are we going to do this, or are we going to stand around and talk? I’m not much for studying,” he went on, looking at the books around them. “That’s down to the kid and this one.” He nodded to Char. “I suppose if you want to stay here, you can send me back.”

      “I’m ready,” Gavin said. “I’ve been ready, and I’ve been holding out to make sure I didn’t do anything to dangerous.”

      He focused on the patterns, and then he pushed out with his core reserves. Rather than restraining himself, he continued to push.

      The feeling was different. And strange. It was similar to what he had done when he’d used the markings found within the antechamber leading to this space. At that time, he had to push out his core reserves, which created a matrix of power around him. That had folded them, but what he was seeing now was all in his mind. He had not latched on to the symbols around the room. They created a pattern, but that was it.

      The pattern helped him form the connection, and from there, Gavin pushed outward, using that to fold. He was aware that he had to include everybody with him, though. They weren’t all standing close to him, but enough that all he had to do was push the patterns out a little more, giving them space. When he activated the folding, it carried them all away.

      Somewhere near him, somebody cried out. The sensation of being folded hit him, and it was even more painful than the last time he had done it.

      Once it was over, Gavin blinked. The sky was bright, sunny, and the air smelled… off.

      Gaspar had immediately drawn a pair of knives and was glancing down at the enchantment around his wrist. He looked up at Gavin and nodded.

      “Does it work?” Gavin asked.

      “Well, considering you helped make these, they’ve remained intact, but I can’t tell if any of the other enchantments work.”

      “My sorcery is there,” Char said, holding his hands out and taking a step forward. He traced his fingers in a pattern. “It’s faint, so the power will be muted, but I do have a measure of connection to it.”

      “So we aren’t in our realm.” Gavin watched Anna, who stood with her hands clasped in front of her, her gaze locked straight ahead.

      “Not that it seems,” Char said. “Because there aren’t very many places in our realm where power is muted like that.”

      “Where do you think we are, then?”

      No one had any answers.

      Gavin thought about what the bralinath trees had taught him about how to fold. The memories were there, but they were difficult to reach sometimes. He tried, nonetheless.

      He could feel something odd—his connection to the core reserves, perhaps, or maybe even his connection to the bralinath trees. At this point, he wasn’t sure what it was, only that he was aware of it. It left him constantly checking for that connection, trying to decide if there was anything to it that he might be able to draw on without losing it. When he felt nothing more, he turned to Anna, ready to question her about the same thing, but she was still staring off into the distance.

      “What is it?” he asked her.

      He peered out in the direction she was looking, only to see…

      Gavin wasn’t exactly sure what it was. He couldn’t make sense of it. There was some sort of towering creature far away, probably two hundred feet tall. It seemed to be made of rock and grass and fire, of all things, so that when it turned, it seemed to send blurs of color outward.

      “What is it?” Wrenlow asked, then twisted around to check where Gavin was looking. “What… What is that?”

      “A reason for us to be cautious.”

      Imogen had locked herself in place, and Gavin suspected that she was holding on to her tree pattern, testing whether there was anything off in the distance she could even detect. Gavin modeled his technique after hers, focusing on the bralinath trees instead, which he remembered was not right for him. She had already demonstrated that what he really needed to do was to use his connection to the seeker trees, as that was more appropriate for him. He could use the bralinath tree pattern, but it seemed as if the seeker trees helped give him greater focus and greater power. He began to glide forward using a different sort of energy.

      “What are you doing, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      “I didn’t mean to do anything,” Gavin said, releasing his connection to the seeker tree pattern and backing toward them. “I was just trying to see what Imogen has found by imitating her pattern, but…” He looked over to her, though she had still not changed her stance. She stared ahead, leaving Gavin wondering what it was that she could detect. “But I don’t know that I’m doing it the right way. I was trying to follow what she had taught me before, and it didn’t seem to work.”

      “You were working with Imogen?” Wrenlow asked.

      “She knows more about the sacred patterns than I do,” Gavin said.

      “Oh. I suppose she probably does. Do you think I could learn?”

      Gavin clapped him on the shoulder. “I don’t think you need to.”

      He turned his attention back to the monster coming toward them. He was tempted to follow what Imogen had been doing again with using a sacred pattern, but he didn’t think that would help him identify what was approaching. Instead, he just watched her.

      Finally, she tore her gaze away and looked at Gavin. “It’s regarding us carefully,” she said. “I cannot tell what it’s doing, or whether there’s anything that it wants, but it is aware of us. I have a feeling that it was aware of us the moment we crossed over, and it immediately reacted.”

      Gavin nodded. He had the same sensation, but wasn’t sure why that would have happened.

      “Can you understand anything more about it? Is it malevolent?” he asked.

      “Look at that thing,” Char said. “Why wouldn’t it be malevolent?”

      “Just because it looks horrifying doesn’t mean it is,” Gavin said. “I mean, we do have Gaspar here, and think about how horrifying he is to look at. And so old.”

      “Careful,” Gaspar growled, pointing one of his knives at him.

      “If the intention was to test where this path took us, I think we have answered that question, and perhaps now it’s time for us to return,” Anna said. “Since we do not know what else we might find here, we should either leave, rather than anger this being any longer than necessary, or we can push our luck, wait for it to arrive, and find out what it wants.”

      “Do you think it wants anything?” Wrenlow asked.

      “All beings want something,” Anna said.

      Gavin looked over at Imogen. “What do you think? Could you hold it off if it were to attack?”

      “I can’t answer that with any certainty,” she said. “There are some entities that are able to pass through even my sacred patterns. If you fear what this is and what it might bring, then perhaps we should depart before it comes at us.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. The entire reason they had come here was to try to find out what those symbols indicated, and whether there was anything to them that would provide him with insight about Tenender… unless the order had lured them here to trap them, thinking that a creature like this might destroy them.

      It didn’t take long before the thing came at them. Gavin immediately tried to call on his core reserves, along with the bralinath power, but something about it felt off in a way he couldn’t quite explain. He felt for that power and attempted to reach for it, but connecting to it…

      “Focus on the different tree,” Imogen said to him.

      The seeker tree.

      That was his problem, wasn’t it? He could reach for the connection, but he had to do so using a different version of the sacred pattern. He focused, forming the seeker tree in his mind, and then pushed power outward. The strange connection granted him a different way of linking to that magic, and in doing so, he felt for the power around him and what he could feel of this place.

      Surprisingly, it was different.

      Maybe not surprisingly. It was power that was connected in a way he could scarcely believe.

      He darted forward, blasting toward the creature. With a sweep of his sword, the ground rippled. He sent a spray of power outward, and he carved through…

      Nothing. Air.

      The others reached him.

      “What was that about, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin stared for a moment. “I thought I was going to have to deal with something here. Apparently not.”

      “It’s not attacking.”

      “But why not?”

      “I don’t know,” Gaspar said. “Maybe it senses that you are connected to… well, whatever it is that you’re connected to. Or maybe this place is big enough, and powerful enough, that it doesn’t need to attack.”

      The creature was staying away, giving them distance.

      Gavin frowned. They had come to this place through folding as a way of testing. But testing for what? Power?

      He didn’t think there was any power here that he would be able to identify, nor did he think there was anything here he could even use. But the order must have felt differently.

      He breathed out heavily. “You know, I’m getting tired of all this,” he said. “Mysteries without answers, and expectations of me using my mind, which is not at all what I was trained to do.”

      Gaspar started to chuckle.

      “You don’t have to laugh at that,” Gavin said.

      “Why not? It’s not like you’re wrong. You weren’t trained like this. You weren’t trained like anyone else. You’re the Chain Breaker.” He nodded into the distance. “Go find some chain to break.”

      “What if it’s the wrong thing to do?” Wrenlow asked.

      “I think we know what the boy has been doing, the way he’s been chasing power over the years. I suggest that even if it’s the wrong thing to do, he’s going to crash around until he finds the right thing to do. And even if the right thing for him to do is not what we think it should be, let him work and do whatever he needs to so he can get in the right headspace.”

      Imogen looked over to Gavin. “I think if the order is involved, and if Tenender has led them, then perhaps we have a different understanding of what we must do. We should look into what’s out there, and what we might find, so we can know whether there’s anything more we can do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that it’s time for us to take matters into our own hands. They are chasing the past, as you have done,” she said. She turned to Anna, then to Char, and finally Wrenlow, before facing him again. “As have the Sul’toral, and every other opponent we have dealt with, correct? Everything is about wanting to restore something to the way it once was. But that’s not how the world works. The world changes. We have seen it. You have seen it within your city.” She jabbed Gaspar in the chest, and he grinned at her like a lovesick puppy. “Would you say that those changes are for the worse?”

      “I don’t know,” Gaspar said. “Maybe it’s part of a cycle, bringing power back to restore the world to how it used to be.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Do you truly believe that?”

      “I feel like we should be sitting in the Dragon, drinking a mug of ale while having this conversation. It doesn’t feel like we should be talking about this out here, wherever this is, and dealing with this danger.”

      “Danger,” Gavin said. “That’s been our problem. We’ve been facing danger, one after another, rather than understanding what each threat might do.”

      “We’ve tried to find what they might do,” Char said. “We don’t have any way of anticipating what they’re planning.”

      Gavin looked over to Imogen, who shook her head.

      “Well, maybe it’s a matter of shifting the focus.” He frowned and stared off into the distance, looking at the creature lumbering out there. “We have to take away the order’s advantage. They’ve had knowledge before us, and now we have to find a way to get that knowledge before they do.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?” Wrenlow asked.

      “What have they been after?”

      “Power,” Wrenlow said immediately. He shrugged when Char looked in his direction. “Well, I wasn’t there, but they’ve been seeking power, haven’t they?”

      “Exactly. The real challenge we face is that we haven’t been able to find out what they intend to do with that power. That’s partly because what they’ve been chasing is old, and there’s much that we don’t fully understand of it. But if we were to give them something to chase…” He looked around, and he caught Gaspar’s eye.

      Gaspar barked out a laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Why?”

      “You want to give them something to go after?”

      “I think we need to.”

      “I suppose that’s one way of going about it,” Gaspar said. “But what do you intend?”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out what they’re seeking,” Gavin said. “Every time we’ve come to a head with them has been tied to one of these ancient powers, but something that’s connected to the world in ways I don’t fully understand yet, and maybe never will. But there’s also something that we have that they do not.”

      Gaspar arched a brow. “Please don’t say you. We don’t need this arrogant mindset again. We have been through that with you before, and it never ends well for any of us.”

      “Actually, I wasn’t going to say me, but maybe me,” he said, smiling. “Because what have I done, after all?”

      “You mean other than becoming the Chain Breaker?”

      “It’s not that.” Gavin reached into his pocket, and he pulled out an enchantment. “We, and I, have come to understand power differently. It’s what Imogen was saying, right? The world changes. We have changed with it. I’m not El’aras.” He looked over to Anna, who held his gaze and frowned. “But I am connected to the El’aras. I may have been born of the El’aras, but I wasn’t trained the same way.”

      “You are the Champion,” she said, her voice soft.

      “What kind of Champion, though? One who followed a prophecy that may or may not have been real? Or am I the Champion for those who are to follow?”

      “But what you have seen with the trees…”

      “The trees showed me what they wanted me to see. They wanted me to be their Champion. But what if I don’t need to be that person?”

      Gaspar grunted. “I’m not sure what you’re going on about, boy, but I don’t know that we can stay here much longer. If you keep an eye on what’s happening up ahead, you can see a bit of activity in the distance. Something seems to be changing. I don’t want to be here any longer than we need to. I don’t care for what’s going on.”

      “We won’t stay longer than we need to because we need to return,” Gavin said. “We need to make preparations.”

      “For what?”

      “To call the order to us.”
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      When they returned to the library, there was an unusual energy in the air.

      The room was vast, and the marks on the shelves signaled a different coordination of power. They had guided their group in a way that had been meant to force them to act, but Gavin had done something different. The more he focused on what he had done, the more he could feel what was going on, and the more he began to think about the power that was around them so he might be able to uncover some greater truth.

      He turned to Wrenlow. “You can stay here as long as you need, but I need to return.”

      “I’m going to come with you.”

      “I might need your help,” Gavin admitted, “but I also think we need to find a way to ensure the safety and protection of this space. I don’t like what we’ve encountered so far, or the fact that there’s been evidence of a different type of danger here, so…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what else we might find, but I do think we need to be careful.”

      He looked at the others. This was his plan, yet there was an aspect of it that he wasn’t sure would even work. He knew he had to keep trying, but he wasn’t going to try here. For Gavin to find the answers he believed he needed, it would involve going somewhere else, doing something else.

      “Let’s get on with it, boy.”

      “We can ensure the protections of this place,” Anna said to Gavin. “But I will remove them if you are wrong.”

      “You would pit the El’aras against me?”

      “This is a place of our ancient knowledge.”

      “Is it just yours?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin’s mouth hung open slightly, surprised that Wrenlow would challenge her, and it brought a smile to his face. Wrenlow was a confident man, especially when it came to his studies.

      “Maybe it once was, but look at this,” Wrenlow said, motioning to the rows of shelves filled with books, and the tables where piles of papers were stacked. “Even back when it was your place, it seems to me that there were others here too. You can see evidence of them. The organization system in the library is not of El’aras origin. If it were, it would’ve been easier for me to follow. The markings in the El’aras tunnels were unique enough that I was able to track and follow them, but what I found here is different.”

      “What are you saying?” Anna said.

      “I’m saying that this is a place belonging to many, not just El’aras. Perhaps those who built the destroyed temples that Gavin found. Maybe Porapeth.” He glanced over to Imogen, and he flashed a smile that was not returned, though she didn’t often smile. “Or perhaps other beings we don’t even know about. Maybe that had been lost. Do we know what all was stolen after the Sul’toral attacked?”

      “He could be right,” Imogen said.

      “Could be?” Anna said.

      Gavin held his hands up. “Place the protections. If we are wrong, then you can decide.”

      She started to make her way around the library, and Gaspar pulled Gavin aside.

      “Are you sure?” Gaspar said. “You’ve seen what the El’aras have tried to do, the way they’ve attempted to manipulate things, not only with what’s happening but also with you.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Gavin said. “I’m also aware that there’s something else going on here that I don’t understand. But I need to make amends with it. I don’t know what it is, but I’m willing to try to figure it out.”

      “Where are we starting?”

      “Well, we’ve been talking about old powers, haven’t we?”

      “You want to go out to one of those temples you’ve come across?” Gaspar asked.

      There was a possibility that he might need to, as Gavin had come to believe that those old temples were somehow connected to something in the world that he still didn’t fully understand. Obviously, the order believed they were important. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have attacked him the way they had. But in this case, Gavin believed he needed to do something else. He wasn’t going to start with that.

      “We need to have a way of drawing them in.”

      “By using you? That was my concern when you first mentioned it, boy. I realize your powers have become more potent, but you have made it clear that you can’t handle the order on your own.”

      “Not me. Something helpful, though.”

      “What?”

      “We need to get back to Yoran. There’s somebody I need to see.”

      “Are you going to tell me what this is about, or are you going to make me keep pushing you and—”

      Gavin chuckled, then looked around at the others. Anna was placing power around the library, and though he couldn’t tell exactly what she was doing, he could feel it, as well as the way it was sealing the inside of the room.

      “I will stay here,” Char said, and he turned to Wrenlow. “I will keep records, and if anything happens”—he glanced over to where Anna was finishing her loop—“there will be an archive left behind.”

      “I can stay,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin had intended for Wrenlow to stay behind, but maybe that was a mistake. “You know what, I think I need you. I know what you’ve seen and read. I need your mind.”

      Wrenlow watched Char, who was still writing his notes and hurriedly working on whatever preparations he was making. Gavin didn’t think there was anything more he could say to the sorcerer that had not already been said.

      Wrenlow nodded, joining Gavin, and they all stood together. From there, Gavin activated the patterns around him, and they folded.

      They headed out of the Society house, and he focused on the dragon. It began to descend, as he had anticipated it would. He made his way to the dragon and climbed onto its back.

      Gavin leaned forward and concentrated on the connection he shared with the creature, which began to blossom within him. He had come to know the dragon connection quite well, and when he latched on to it, that power flooded into him in a way he could not deny. Increasingly, he’d come to realize that there was some other aspect of that power that had started to form. He could feel that power and the way it bridged him to the dragon, almost as if there was some other part of him that was meant to be bridged that way.

      “Why are you looking at the dragon like that?” Gaspar asked.

      “Because the dragon is key to what we will need to do,” Gavin said.

      “How?”

      “Well, it’s connected to me, right?”

      “If you are going where I think you’re going with this, it’s a bad idea.”

      “I haven’t even said where I’m going with it,” Gavin said.

      “I’m not sure you need to. I can tell what you are getting at, and I still think it’s a bad idea.”

      “At this point, bad ideas might be our only ideas, so you just have to trust me.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Oh, I do trust you. And when it comes to you carrying out these bad ideas, I guess I have to trust those too?”

      “Pretty much.”

      The dragon sped through the air, almost as if it understood Gavin’s need for urgency. Increasingly, he felt like he had to get to where they were going as quickly as possible. As soon as Yoran came into view, the dragon began to descend.

      Gavin hopped off the dragon’s back once they landed, patted it on its thick, leathery side, and nodded to it. The dragon launched into the air and took off again.

      “I thought you needed that creature,” Gaspar said.

      “I need something like that creature.”

      Gavin headed to the edge of the city, knowing he wouldn’t have to wait long. Given his experience standing here, he guessed that Alana would already be around. She soon appeared, stepping out of the shadows of one of the nearby buildings. She glanced from Gavin to Gaspar to Imogen, bowing to her the deepest.

      “Did you know I was going to be here?” Alana asked.

      “I was looking for you,” Gavin said. “I need your help.”

      “I’ve always told you that I’m willing to help you.”

      He motioned for her to follow, and they headed out past the border. Gaspar trailed after them at a reasonable distance, and Imogen hesitated a moment, looking to the city and then farther away before following as well. They reached a small section of flat rock a short walk from Yoran, but well beyond the enchanted borders of the city itself. Gavin would not have the same restriction to his magic here that he would feel if he were closer to the protective enchantments around the perimeter. Nor would Alana.

      He took a seat, crossing his legs and looking up as she joined him. Gaspar frowned at him but didn’t sit. Neither did Imogen.

      “I need you to show me your enchantments,” he said.

      “Now?”

      “I think they might be necessary for what we have to do.”

      “You can have any enchantments you think you need, but I don’t know why mine would be effective. Others might work better.”

      “Can you feel the dragon?”

      Alana peered up at the sky, and then she pursed her lips. “I told you that I could, silly.”

      “I know you did. So you can feel the dragon right now?”

      “What are you going on about, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin motioned to a spot nearby. “You can take a seat. We have a bit of talking to do. It’s all part of the preparations.”

      “Preparations that involve bringing a child into whatever attack you think we might experience?”

      “She’s a child, but her magic is exceptionally potent.” Gavin gestured to Imogen. “And Imogen will keep watch.”

      She held his gaze for a moment, and then nodded.

      Gaspar breathed out a heavy sigh, and then he settled on the ground, shifting his legs until he got into what must have been a comfortable enough position. He looked all around them. “You got me here,” he said. “Now what?”

      “Now we’re going to learn from Alana what she does when she folds her enchantments.”

      This time, Gavin was the one to emphasize the word fold.

      Gaspar frowned more deeply. “No.”

      “I don’t know, but it’s possible,” Gavin said. “And if it’s possible, then we have to at least give it the proper consideration.” He smiled at Alana. “Even that’s not the reason, though.”

      “What’s the reason?” Gaspar said.

      “Ask Alana.”

      She looked over at him, lips in a tight line, but then her gaze drifted up to the sky toward where the dragon was circling. Gavin could feel it, even though he did not see it. And over the last week or so, perhaps even longer than that, the connection he shared with the dragon had shifted in a way that made it so he could feel something different—something he wasn’t able to quite place.

      That was the reason he thought this would work.

      “The dragon is changing,” she said.

      “Exactly,” Gavin said. He had felt that, but hadn’t really understood what it was. The one time he had been acutely aware of it, it had been far more significant than he had known. But the dragon seemed to be storing power, because of Alana—and because of her ability to fold.

      “You’ve already told me that,” Gaspar said.

      “The dragon keeps changing,” Gavin explained. “Each of the places we’ve found, and each of the powers we’ve encountered, has added to the dragon in some way. I wasn’t sure what it was at first. I thought maybe it was something tied to me, and while it might be, I think, in fact, that it’s tied more to what Alana does.”

      Gaspar stared at her for a moment, then looked over to Gavin. “But you have the same sort of effect with the stone enchantments that Mekel makes.”

      “Actually, I don’t. It’s more like I’m actively changing the enchantment. When I work with Alana’s enchantments, something is different. I haven’t really understood what, and I’ve tried to see if it’s tied to what I do to the enchantment or whether it’s tied to the enchantment itself. I have come to believe that it has to be related to the enchantment, not to what I do to it.” He turned to Alana and held her gaze. “I think your folding technique is the key here, Alana.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she said.

      “No. I don’t think you did. You have a different kind of connection and power. What I want to know is how you’re folding it, and what I’d like is for you to create an enchantment that simply is.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Something that is? I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I need something that can hold power.”

      Alana watched him for a moment longer, and then she reached into her satchel and pulled out a rolled piece of parchment. “I haven’t made anything for you like that. I don’t know if it’s going to work.”

      “I don’t know if it’s going to either, but if it doesn’t, there’s another possibility I might be able to try. It’s just that if this does work, then it gives us a chance to do something we have needed to.”

      Alana looked down. “I can try. For you, Gavin, I will do whatever you need.”

      “Oh, girl, don’t say that,” Gaspar said.

      She smoothed out the piece of paper, and she began to fold. Gavin watched as she did. There was a certain preciseness to her movements, first creasing the paper in one way, then another, then straightening it and starting again. It got to the point where Gavin could scarcely even keep track of what she was doing. When she was done, she pushed the folds together, and they formed what looked like an octagonal-shaped egg.

      “You wanted something that can store power, right?”

      “I did,” Gavin said.

      “Well, this should be able to, but I don’t know how much it’s going to. You can try it and let me know if it works for you.”

      Gavin took the enchantment, and he traced his fingers along the surface of it, not yet trying to activate it. If it worked the way she said, then he knew it would be effective. But there was something else he thought he needed from her as well—something he had been meaning to try to understand, yet had not taken the time to do so. Increasingly, Gavin thought that had been a mistake.

      “Where did you learn to fold paper like that?” he asked.

      “I just know how to do it, so maybe I saw,” she said.

      “Where do you think you might have seen it?”

      “What are you getting at, boy?” Gaspar whispered.

      Gavin didn’t look over to him but instead focused on Alana. “You’re not in any trouble. All I want to know is where you learned how to fold paper like that. I’ve been trying to fold something myself, and I haven’t really mastered it.”

      “Oh,” she said, peering up at him. Her eyes sparkled, and she looked thrilled with the possibility that she might be able to help him. “If that’s what you want, then the challenge is visualizing it. Once I learned how to look at it, and to see it in my mind, I was able to make the folds much better. Everything folds together if you try. It’s just the unfolding that’s the hard part.”

      “The unfolding?” Gaspar asked, scooting forward and watching Alana intently, seemingly far more intrigued by this conversation now than he had been only a moment before. “What makes the unfolding harder?”

      Alana bit her lip. “Well… it’s just that when you fold something up, you can do it in whatever pattern you want. If you want to fold it this way or that, it doesn’t make a difference.” She took a small square paper out of her satchel and began to demonstrate folding it randomly. “It’s what you do with it when you’re done that does make a difference. If I want to make a dragon, I have to be sure I’m paying attention to where the folds go so I can form the wings. If I’m trying to make this item here,” she went on, pointing to the one in Gavin’s hand, “then I need to think of the space. It’s all about where I want it to go. Is that what you’re hoping for?” she asked, peering up at him.

      “Something like that. Do you think about things in terms of where they belong?”

      “I don’t think I can decide where something belongs, Gavin. It just is. I let it take the lead. It shows me where it needs to go, and I just show it where I want to go. Does that make any sense?”

      It might make a little more sense compared to what Gavin had been doing before, but he still wasn’t sure he understood all of it.

      “Are there certain patterns that you know?” he asked her.

      “Isn’t everything a pattern?” She looked at him with an earnestness in her eyes that he had not seen from her before, but that he was not surprised to see now. She was always so open. Hope burned in her eyes as though she was waiting for Gavin to offer praise. And he saw that she truly wanted to be useful. “If you told me what you want, maybe I could help you.”

      “I think we have to show her,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin nodded. “I think so too.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know about any of this stuff, only that I feel like there are answers we need, and Alana might be the key to them.”
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      Gavin had been spending his time trying to work on the enchantment Alana had made for him, thinking that if he could pour some of his power into it, he could draw enough so he could distract from the danger he knew to be out there. Unfortunately, pushing only his core reserves into that enchantment had not been enough. He could feel some of it flowing into the enchantment, and recognized that there was power that stayed within it, but there was some other part of what happened that he increasingly felt he needed to try differently.

      He looked up. He stood near the remains of what had once been some sort of temple on the outskirts of Yoran, feeling the folded power of the enchantment Alana had made him. He could also feel that power within himself. The more he focused on it, the easier it was for him to determine that type of magic and know what was within it, but he also could not find a way to push enough power out that would make a difference. And that, Gavin suspected, was going to be the answer.

      He let out a frustrated sigh and looked over to where the dragon was perched near the stones. He could feel a certain sense of persistent energy that continued to build, though with each passing moment, he did not feel anything useful for him. At least, nothing he thought he might be able to understand, or even be able to use, despite how much he wanted to.

      “You keep looking over to that dragon,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin glanced back to him. Gaspar was leaning against a rock, using his dagger to scratch at another piece of stone he had picked up. He seemed to be working somewhat absently, but his carving reminded Gavin of an enchantment, though Gaspar had adamantly and consistently denied having any ability with enchantments.

      “I need something that will pull on a similar power,” Gavin said. “I keep thinking there must be something to all of this, but when I focus on this enchantment Alana made for me, I’m not able to find anything in it. It’s irritating me.”

      “That you can’t figure it out, or that your idea was wrong?”

      “Maybe a little bit of both,” he admitted, and he turned his attention back to the folded shape. When he set his hands down, he breathed out. “If I can’t figure this out, I’m afraid we will end up chasing the order rather than forcing them to come to us.”

      “What have you done so far?” Gaspar asked, not looking up, still seeming distracted. Gavin wondered if some of that distraction was from the fact that Imogen wasn’t with them, needing to be off with her own people as she worked on keeping them coordinated. She had others that she trusted, and Gavin had seen how that level of trust had allowed her to keep lines of communication flowing. But he also understood that there was simply something about having a leader like Imogen around who could ensure that everything was done as intended.

      “I’ve focused mostly on the El’aras power, and have even tried the Leier patterns, but the combination isn’t effective the way I feel like it should be.” Gavin thought that if he could get those to work, then perhaps it would make a difference.

      “Maybe it isn’t your power, then.”

      “It has to be something,” Gavin started, looking down at the enchantment Alana had folded. “She wouldn’t be able to simply do that without having some bond to it.”

      “Perhaps not, but this is someone who you say has a different kind of power than what you possess, and who seems to tap into an ancient kind of power, right?”

      Gavin shrugged. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “You suppose. You’re the one who said it. You’re the one who had us go chasing after what it means for this folding, and now you think Alana is the key to it.”

      “I don’t really know. But…” He held Gaspar’s gaze for a moment, thinking about what he needed to say and how he had to pick his words carefully. He wanted to make sure he was thoughtful in what he said. “Alana came to Yoran late. As far as Zella remembers, she wasn’t always in the city.”

      “So? Quite a few people have come to the city.”

      “You’re right,” Gavin said, and he focused on the enchantment again, squeezing it as he attempted to push a little bit of power into it. Even as he did, that power didn’t seem to be there for him the way he thought it could—and should. He didn’t fight it, since there was no point in doing so. Instead, he just traced his hand along the enchantment. “It’s just that there’s something that feels different here. I could be wrong.”

      Gaspar arched a brow at him. “Could be?”

      “Well, I probably am wrong. Given everything I’ve done so far, it wouldn’t surprise me all that much to be wrong about this as well.”

      Gaspar snorted. “So you’ve got some concerns about the girl.”

      “Some.”

      “And you don’t know what it means, or whether there’s anything about her that you really should be concerned about.”

      “Well…”

      Gaspar shook his head. “No well or not. You aren’t entirely sure.”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” he agreed.

      “And you have questions about where she came from and what she might’ve been doing before she came to us. Then you can ask her.”

      Gavin frowned at that. He had asked Alana, but there were things she didn’t remember. He suspected that there had to be a reason behind it, though he wasn’t sure if that reason was tied to her or to something else.

      “Say what you’re afraid of,” Gaspar said.

      “You know, I’m not necessarily afraid of it, but what if she’s somehow linked to the order?” He held up the enchantment. “Not as if she’s been sent as some sort of a spy,” he hurriedly added, “but what if she had trained with them, or somebody she was with had some training with them, and they helped her understand her technique? The way she makes enchantments is different than how others do.”

      “You think she ended up here by chance? Or are you trying to imply that the girl was sent here as an agent on behalf of the order?”

      “I don’t think that of Alana.”

      Ever since he’d first met her, Alana had helped him and seemed more than willing to be a part of everything that happened in the city. If she was some sort of enemy agent, would she have been so willing to help? And what kind of people would use a young girl like that?

      Tristan had, said a voice in a distant part of Gavin’s mind.

      He had trained Gavin from a young age, working with him, coaxing skills out of him that he would not have at this point had he not learned when he was young. So Gavin had to believe that such a thing was possible.

      But he didn’t want to believe it. And that, more than anything else, was the problem for him. He had to stop injecting his desires into what happened around him. It was possible that somebody had sent Alana, knowing she had skill, and knowing there was a type of power within Yoran.

      Everything kept coming back to the city, didn’t it? Not only his connection and the kind of power that was found here, but everything that had happened here seemed to be tied to what they had encountered—to the point where Gavin found himself with a different type of question.

      He looked down at the paper enchantment. He’d been pushing energy into it, trying to fold that power down, when he began to wonder.

      “I think it’s time to get back to the fortress,” Gavin said.

      “What is that going to solve for you?”

      “Nothing. But I have questions, and I intend to get answers.” He strode off, and he flicked his gaze to the dragon. “Keep an eye on things,” he told it.

      It didn’t take long before he reached the outskirts of the city, and by the time he reached the enchanters’ fortress, Gavin had readied for the various protections that were worked around it. Mekel’s stone golems surrounded the structure, and Gavin knew he had been working on adding intricate protections to the wall around it. The wall itself had been carved in a way that made it seem as if it had sculptures etched all throughout it, an intricate display of power that left Gavin marveling. He had not visited lately, something that he increasingly thought might have been a mistake. He should have come to investigate earlier.

      Gaspar, who had kept pace with him, looked over. “Care to tell me what brought you here?”

      “An opportunity to talk with Zella,” Gavin said.

      Gavin focused on what he could feel, on the energy that was here, and as he did, he began to recognize that there was something within the wall surrounding the fortress. He continued to concentrate on it, waiting for there to be some other element of power, but he felt nothing.

      A door opened in the wall, and he waited for a moment until it let him inside.

      A pair of stone golems stood on either side of the opening, and before passing through, Gavin had to ensure that there wasn’t going to be something else he had to be concerned about, since he could feel a bit of lingering power and recognized that energy.

      He passed through the garden as he headed toward the fortress entrance, and he looked around at the different enchantments that were there as protections. The fortress, which had merely been a name for the building, had truly become an actual fortress. Were Gavin not invited, he wasn’t sure how easy it would’ve been for him to get inside. He suspected that he’d still be able to find his way in, but it would be much more difficult.

      Before he even had a chance to reach the door, it opened, with Zella standing before him. Her dark hair hung loose, and she had on a cloak, jacket, and pants, looking as if she was getting ready to travel somewhere. She bowed her head to Gavin, then flicked her gaze past him to Gaspar briefly.

      “Let me guess,” Gavin said. “You detected that I was coming?”

      “I felt something.”

      Gavin wasted no time. He pulled out the enchantment Alana had made for him, and he showed it to Zella. “Has Alana told you about what I asked of her?”

      “She shared that you asked her for help with an enchantment.”

      “Did she tell you why?”

      “She believed there was something here that you could learn from her.”

      Gavin shrugged. That wasn’t exactly the case, but true enough. “Or folding,” he said. “It has taken me a while, but I realize now where I saw it. It’s the same way I fold—well, how we all fold—when we move into one of those other strange realms.”

      “And you believe Alana is responsible?”

      “I believe she has knowledge she isn’t aware of.”

      Zella regarded him for a moment. “It could be possible.”

      “Go on, boy,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin heaved a sigh as he looked at Zella. “I want to know what you remember of Alana’s first appearance in the city. What happened? How did she get here? And—”

      “You believe she’s responsible for much more than what you are telling me.”

      “That’s not it. It’s not that I believe she’s responsible for it, but I believe she was exposed to something that might help us more than she knows. That’s what I’m trying to understand.”

      She nodded slowly. “It’s a reasonable thought. There’s something I can show you, then.”

      She strode out through the courtyard and walked through the wall, then shifted her cloak.

      “You were ready for this,” Gavin said.

      “I anticipated.”

      He shared a quick look with Gaspar. “Anticipated. Did you see it?”

      Zella turned and watched him for a second. “No.”

      Gavin didn’t know if she had some way of seeing futures, similar to what Imogen possessed, or whether she had some other skill with prophecy. Given his experience with the enchanters, he wouldn’t put it past them to have somebody capable of anticipating such things.

      “How did you know?”

      “Alana has been talking to me about what the two of you have discussed. I suspected that eventually you would come here looking for answers about her. I thought I should be prepared to provide whatever information I could. With her, I suspect it’s necessary.”

      Gavin arched a brow. “You knew?”

      “I knew there would be something with her. When we first encountered her, we realized she had talents that those of us from the city did not. It didn’t take long for me to begin to question how she acquired those talents, but unfortunately, I have not been able to learn anything more than what I’ve already shared with you.”

      Gaspar stared straight ahead with a look of confusion, or perhaps concern, in his eyes.

      “I will show you,” she said.

      They walked through the city, and Zella eventually guided them to a section of Yoran that remained run-down, despite many people coming in and attempting to rebuild it.

      She paused outside a dilapidated building. The stone was cracked and crumbling, and vines crept along the surface. It looked as if the road had been built around the ancient building, which could have been the case, as Yoran had many old buildings. A sharp-leaved bells trees stood nearby, with roots that popped out of the cobblestones.

      “Back when we had to hide our presence, places like this were our only safe haven. We first came across her in one of these.” She stopped and held her hand out. Zella had the ability to detect enchantments. Was that what she was doing now?

      She waved her outstretched hand in a circle that continued to spiral, and then she nodded, mostly to herself, before pushing the door open.

      “You weren’t sure if it was safe?” Gaspar asked.

      “I’m never certain it is safe.”

      Gaspar shared a look Zella, and then she stepped inside the building. Gavin followed, Gaspar on his heels, and they looked around for a while. Gavin soon began to realize that there was a different sense in this place than what he would’ve expected.

      “Here?” Gavin asked.

      “Not here. This is where we will begin.”

      Zella guided them forward until they reached a part of the building that led downward. It went beneath what Gavin guessed was the ground. They headed down a series of stairs, until she slowed and looked back at him. “From here, you will be entering a place I have kept even you from, Chain Breaker.”

      They headed inside, and she began to glow with a bit of power. It emanated around her, radiating in a circle from whatever enchantment she was sweeping back and forth.

      Gavin stopped and peered around. They stood in a simple stone room, but something about it struck him as old. Ancient.

      “This doesn’t look anything like some of the El’aras places we visited,” Gaspar said.

      “No,” Gavin said, “because it’s not like the El’aras places. It’s different. I think it predates them.”

      “So this is—”

      “I think this is like one of those temples.”

      They had visited other places of power, places that the order had gotten to before him, and in all those places, Gavin had found himself without an opportunity to know what had been there before the order arrived.

      And this place felt similar.

      He made his way around the room and glanced over his shoulder to Zella. “Why did you not show this to me before?”

      “Because I wasn’t sure whether I should,” she answered. “There are certain things you did not need to know, Chain Breaker.”

      “But knowing what we’ve experienced and knowing what’s around us may have helped.”

      “It’s because of what we have been through, and because of what I know has happened in the city, that I have been afraid. Not for myself, but for the girl. She deserved safety, Gavin. Even from you. I don’t want to lose her.”

      And she was right, Gavin knew. Alana had deserved that.

      He nodded to Zella.

      He looked around him and began to test his core reserves, while also using his connection to the bralinath trees. He started to feel energy all around him. That energy seemed to slowly sweep outward, and as he held on to it, he began to recognize how it worked out and around, until he could feel it building up within him.

      “There’s something here,” Gavin said.

      He hadn’t even been sure what it was, but now that he was here, something seemed to reverberate in a way he could sense. It felt like there was power here that was trying to push against him.

      On a whim, he withdrew the enchantment Alana had made for him.

      It was glowing.

      His breath caught.

      He showed it to Gaspar, who leaned close and said, “I suppose you didn’t do anything with this.”

      Gavin shook his head. “I had nothing to do with this at all.”

      “So it just… reacted?”

      He swept the enchantment around. “It’s some sort of storage device, right?”

      “That’s what you asked her to make,” Gaspar said.

      “You instructed her to make something to store power?” Zella asked.

      Gavin shrugged and kept his focus on the walls around them. “I wanted her to make something I could use to lure the order to us. I’m tired of chasing them. We need to know where they’re targeting and what they’re doing so we can stop them altogether.”

      “Where did you do this?”

      “Not inside the city, if that’s your concern,” Gavin said. “But I was hoping to have some way to draw them in, and then use some of the protectors we now have from the council to help defend against the order. And with the way this is glowing, it seems as if there’s a different kind of power here.”

      “What do you mean, a different kind of power?” Zella asked, and she finally seemed invested in what they were doing. She looked over at the enchantment Gavin held, as though trying to decide if it was going to pose a threat to her.

      He squeezed it for a moment. “Well, there’s something to this. I’m not exactly sure what it is, nor do I know why this power seems to be reacting the way it is, but it feels like there’s something here.”

      He found himself drawn toward one of the walls. He stared at it but couldn’t see much, so he shifted his core reserves. When he did, he felt another tremble inside the device.

      He looked down at it. It had started glowing even more.

      The energy within it began to build, seeming to rise in reaction to Gavin holding on to his core reserves. He released that power.

      “I need a light over here,” Gavin said.

      Zella came over. “I thought with your El’aras heritage you did not need such things.”

      He held up the enchantment. “This thing Alana made me seemed to be reacting in a manner that leaves me thinking it’s not terribly happy that I’ve called on my power. So I want to try something more traditional,” he said, glancing over to the enchantment she was aiming at the wall, “but I also need to decide if the power here is going to somehow mitigate what I can do with my core reserves.”

      “Your El’aras powers.”

      “Don’t mind him,” Gaspar said. “He has terms for power that others don’t use.”

      “Would you just hold the light out,” Gavin said.

      Zella grabbed a different enchantment but frowned as she stared at the one Alana had made. After a few moments, she finally looked up at him. “What do you think it means that this is in a place that had been occupied by the El’aras?”

      “There are powers that are beyond my understanding,” Gavin said. “Ancient powers that are connected in ways I don’t fully know. This order has been seeking a way to learn about them and use them, so eventually we’re going to need to know what they want with them. But for now, I think it means that the El’aras came here after someone built this. Given the reaction Alana’s enchantment had to my El’aras power, and how it seems to be unhappy with what’s going on, I can’t help but feel as if I should be careful here.”

      Zella watched him for another moment, and then held up the enchantment. The light reflected off the walls, and Gavin gasped at the series of markings that was revealed. He had seen symbols like them before.

      He took the enchantment from Zella’s hand and pointed it at the other walls. There were markings on those too. He hurried around the perimeter of the room, checking each of the walls, his heart hammering with greater intensity as he did.

      “You found her here?” he asked, not looking back at Zella.

      “Why?”

      “All of these marks,” he said, and he turned to Gaspar. “These are a way of reaching another realm.”

      “What are you saying, Gavin?” Zella asked.

      “Well, one of two things is likely. Either Alana draws power from this place…” he began, realizing that was possible but still didn’t explain everything, “or she arrived here from another realm.”

      And if so, where did it lead?
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      Gavin spent quite a bit of time looking at the marks in the building and trying to make sense of them. The entire room seemed filled with similar unreadable markings. He had no idea what they were, nor what they represented, only that they all seemed to strike him as connected to power.

      Wrenlow sat across from him with a book open on the ground, and he had a pen in hand while he made a few notes. “I don’t have a good answer for you, Gavin. Are you sure she came through here?”

      “Not at all, but the markings are similar enough, aren’t they? And all of this is tied to power and knowledge that remind me of her power and knowledge.”

      Wrenlow paused in his writing and looked over to Gavin, frowning deeply. “But she doesn’t really have any knowledge. Power, yes, but she’s young.”

      “Just because she’s young doesn’t mean she can’t know things. She may not even know she knows them.”

      “Do you realize how that sounds?”

      Gavin laughed. “All too well.”

      Wrenlow shook his head. “Good. I was afraid that you thought you were talking sense to me. Knowing you, maybe you actually do think you’re talking sense.”

      They weren’t alone in the chamber. Others were studying as well, including Char, who was on the far side of the room and taking notes in a book of his own. Ever since they had uncovered this place, Gavin had wanted to utilize their knowledge and expertise, thinking they needed to leverage that to get answers, even if he didn’t know what those answers might be, or if he would even want them.

      Gavin walked over to Zella, who was standing by the door. “What are your thoughts about all of this?”

      “I’m not so sure you want my thoughts,” she said.

      “You know something. Either that, or you suspected something, so… I do want to hear them.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I thought it odd that she was here. Especially this place, since we haven’t been able to learn anything about it, other than the fact that it does seem to be a place of magic. But she was just a girl, Gavin.”

      “A girl with a strange power.”

      “That much is true.” Zella shrugged, and she looked over to Wrenlow, who was writing another note and scrunching his face up as he studied the ground. “We didn’t know she had a strange power until later. I’m not sure it would’ve changed anything. Well, actually, I’m sure it wouldn’t have changed anything. She had the ability to enchant items.”

      “But that isn’t her power.”

      Zella was quiet for a while. “One of the challenges that my people have is that our power tends to look different than that of others. Sorcerers have an easy enough time with identifying each other, as they all have the same sort of power. They can learn various spell manipulations and use those in the way they interface with the world. Some have different talents, of course, but generally a sorcerer can learn the same type of magic as any other sorcerer.”

      “And some are more powerful than others,” Gavin said.

      She waved her hand. “Of course some are more powerful. It’s like that with anything. You are more skilled at fighting than others you have faced, so I don’t think it’s that odd. But enchanters have a different connection to the world. Even in Yoran, you’ve seen some who can create fearsome golems, or powerful defensive spells, or different attack enchantments.”

      “So you’re saying you didn’t have any reason to believe that Alana could do anything other than make enchantments.”

      “Did you?”

      “No,” Gavin said.

      And he hadn’t. Alana had always been a little quirky, offering him enchantments made out of folded paper, which had served different purposes. For the most part, he had found them incredibly useful. Still, he should have known something, shouldn’t he? Obviously, her enchantments were unlike the rest he’d been given. He didn’t know any other enchanters that worked in paper. As far as he knew, enchantments tended to take on different substrates, and paper would seem difficult to work with. Then again, Gavin didn’t know all that much about enchantments. He could use certain El’aras enchantments now, but even in that, he was not as skilled as others.

      “But I’m not an enchanter,” he said. “At least, not a typical one.”

      Zella sighed. “Perhaps I should’ve known. I blame myself for that. There are certain elements of what she has done and the way she uses her enchanting ability—or whatever it is that she does—that are dissimilar to what traditional enchanters do.”

      “Such as?”

      Zella reached into a pouch and pulled out a triangular enchantment. Gavin recognized it immediately as one that would create a small explosion. He smiled to himself that she would have that with her, but maybe it shouldn’t be all that surprising given that they were in a place where she would want to have some ability to protect herself.

      “Look at this. What do you see?” she said.

      Gavin took it and held it carefully. He knew better than to release the energy inside it because the power stored within the enchantment would explode. He believed he had enough strength and power that he could withstand it, even if it did manage to explode in his palm, but he would rather not have to worry about it.

      Several marks on the enchantment were the only signal that it was an enchantment. And that was what Zella was getting at. He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the enchantments Alana had made for him. It was shaped like a raven, but there were no patterns on it otherwise.

      “You see it, don’t you?” she asked.

      “It’s what it doesn’t have that I see,” Gavin said.

      “Exactly. And I should’ve noticed that myself. To be honest, I simply thought the folds kept the symbols hidden.”

      “The golems that Mekel makes don’t always have markings on them.”

      “But they do, if only you know how to find them. They are subtle, which makes it entirely possible that the same thing could be said about Alana’s enchantments, except that I’m now beginning to question whether they exist on hers.”

      “So she has power that comes from someplace else,” he said.

      “That’s an interesting way of phrasing it.”

      “Well, with all that we’ve seen about these different powers, I think it’s only appropriate, don’t you? We know there are many types of magic in the world, but her power seems to be tied to folding. And folding takes a person to another realm.”

      Given everything Gavin had experienced with the order and the way their power worked, he should’ve known immediately that it was somehow connected to what Alana was able to do, but he had not even considered the possibility that what the order was doing was linked to how she drew on power. It just seemed impossible for there to be a connection like that. Even now, he still struggled with the idea that there would be such a thing.

      “It’s still hard to believe,” she said.

      Gavin nodded. “It is.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “What it means—or what I suspect it means—is that wherever Alana came from is tied to the kind of power that the order has been seeking. I don’t fully understand it, but…” He shook his head. “Based on everything we’ve seen from them and the way they’ve been drawing on power, trying to summon more and more of it, I’m left believing that we’ve had the answer here the entire time. And maybe she’s the one thing they’ve been looking for.”

      “If they were after her, wouldn’t they have been able to find her?”

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said.

      Maybe it would be better for him to have this conversation with Wrenlow or Char, or even Gaspar or Imogen or any of the others who had traveled with him and understood the things he had fought. But perhaps Zella was the exact right person to be having this conversation with. She had known Alana the longest. In fact, she had been the one to find her.

      “They’ve been chasing power, right?” he said. “They’ve been searching. I thought they were trying to use it, and perhaps they were, but they were also searching for something. Possibly someone. The protections around Yoran may have kept them from finding her all this time.”

      If it were just one type of protection, it was possible that they would not have been able to keep Alana safe, but with everything Gavin had done over the last year or so, and all the different layers of protection he had placed around Yoran, he had helped the city find a measure of defense that it wouldn’t have otherwise. El’aras. Sorcery. Leier. Enchantments. All of it worked together, linking in such a way to defend against an intrusion. At least, that was what his intention had been.

      But perhaps there had been a secondary benefit that he had not even recognized.

      He had protected Alana.

      “What do you plan to do, Chain Breaker?” Zella asked.

      Gavin frowned at her. “Is that your way of asking if I’m going to hand her over?”

      “I guess it is.”

      “You know how I feel about her.”

      “Just because you’re fond of the girl doesn’t mean you’ll protect her.”

      “I suppose not. But she’s part of my team now. She’s one of my people, and I protect my people.” There was more heat in his voice than he intended, especially when talking with Zella, who he did not have any issue with most of the time. But the implication that he would give up Alana upset him.

      “Still,” he began, looking over to where Wrenlow and Char were working, “we have to deal with the order somehow, and I’ve been trying to think of a way to do so. When we traveled recently, I began to think that it might make sense for us to make them come to us. I still do.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, it means that there may be a way for Alana to help us. I’m not going to force her, at least if she doesn’t want to, but for us to deal with the order and the danger we’ve been facing, we may need to use her and her particular abilities to draw them out. And to draw them in.”

      Zella nodded slowly. “I wish there was another way.”

      “You aren’t going to try to stop me?”

      “If I’ve learned anything in my time with you, Chain Breaker, it’s that when you get something in your head, you tend to do it. I find that it’s best to support you, and to ensure you have the resources and the assistance needed so others don’t get hurt.”

      “This is different,” Gavin said.

      “I know.”

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”

      Zella watched him for a long moment, and it seemed to him that she was trying to decide what to say, if anything. Finally, she nodded. “I know.”

      “We’re going to need to make preparations.”

      “As usual, you will have my help.”

      “And I’m going to need everybody involved.”

      “I suppose I could help with that as well. I can send out word,” she said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Just… Just do like you promised, Gavin. Keep that girl safe.”

      “I would die before I let anything happen to her.”

      She held his gaze for a long moment. “You know what, I think you would.”
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      The chamber was filled with people. Gavin wasn’t entirely sure he wanted everybody inside at this point, but he also didn’t think he wanted to tell people they shouldn’t be here. He needed help and suggestions, and more than anything else, he thought he needed to have someone to support him if he made the wrong call.

      The only person he really cared about having with him was Alana, who stayed close to him as she looked around. After he’d invited her to come with him, she’d been quiet, and he had the distinct sense that she knew more than she was letting on.

      Wrenlow made his way around the walls, testing the markings and, every once in a while, exclaiming something loudly as if he had just uncovered some great secret.

      Gavin paid no attention to him. Instead, he crouched down next to Alana. “Ignore everybody else.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to tell you,” she said, and she continued to look around. “I don’t remember this place. I was young.”

      He nodded. “I know.”

      “But I can see that look in your eyes.” She flicked her gaze over to where Zella was. “It’s the same one she gives me. She wants me to know something about this.”

      Gavin glanced over to Zella, who had been relatively quiet. “I think she only wants to get answers. If you don’t have them, then you don’t have them, but we’ve been trying to make sense of what you can do, right?”

      “You have been,” she said.

      He smiled. “I have been. You’re right. And I’ve been doing it because I believe you have potential that we haven’t fully tapped into yet. That’s what I hope we can do.”

      She looked around again. “Where will this bring me?”

      “Don’t worry about that. What I want to know is whether you remember anything about what happened when you first came here.”

      She frowned at him. “What would I remember?”

      “I don’t know. You were found here, right?”

      There was more murmuring as others entered the chamber, and Gavin kept Alana focused on looking in his direction and not paying any attention to what was happening around them.

      Somewhere nearby, Gaspar and Imogen and several of the Leier stood around. Wrenlow and Char and the other sorcerers had also come to offer protection. Gavin found that odd, but perhaps it was because they were people Char trusted. Enchanters, including Mekel, were placing different protections around the outside of the chamber as if they might need a layer of safety there as well. Gavin also knew that Davel Chan and the other constables were working to patrol the street outside. All of this chaos was because they were going to open whatever this doorway was, and test to see where it would take them. Gavin understood the danger, and he understood the reason for the hesitation, as he shared that too.

      But his first priority was to know where this was going to take him.

      “I don’t remember,” she said. She looked over to where Zella was. “I remember them bringing me out of someplace, but I don’t remember anything from before.”

      “That’s okay,” Gavin said.

      “Why do you think I should remember something?”

      He smiled at her again. “I think you’re connected to this place. I don’t know how or why or what it means, but you’re connected in some way, and I want to help you figure out what it is. If it does nothing more than teach you about yourself, then we’ll have done something useful.”

      “What if it takes us someplace scary?” Alana asked.

      “I’m going to be here with you.”

      “What if you can’t protect me?”

      “Do you think I can’t?”

      “You’re the Chain Breaker.”

      “Exactly,” Gavin said. “So if anybody could protect you, who would it be?”

      Alana grinned at him. “You.”

      “Exactly. So now, what I want for you to do is to think back to being here. Do you remember anything?”

      “No,” she said as she walked forward. “I’m not telling you what you want to hear, am I?”

      “It’s okay,” he said. “You may not remember.”

      And if she didn’t, then Gavin had to wonder why. He recalled the first time he had met her and how innocent she had seemed, yet there was a part of her that had been knowing from the very beginning. Her enchantments had been valuable enough that Gavin had used them to help make himself stronger, better, and able to handle things he wasn’t sure he would’ve been capable of otherwise.

      There had to be some reason she could not remember what happened. He didn’t know why that would be, and he didn’t know how that could happen, but there had to be something he could help her with. Increasingly, Gavin believed that to be the case, and he felt he had to help her find those answers so they could learn what she had gone through, and what she had brought them to.

      “I see something I recognize,” Wrenlow said, hurrying over to Gavin. “It’s similar to what we saw in some of the other places.”

      Gavin looked over to Alana. “You don’t have to be here when we try this.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Do you think this is related to where I came from?”

      It was the kind of question every person should ask eventually, and he wasn’t surprised that Alana would do that now. The timing just wasn’t ideal.

      “To be honest, I don’t know,” Gavin said. “Whatever happened to you was before a time you can remember. And that’s okay. Regardless, if it’s related to where you came from, it doesn’t mean that’s where you have to be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that we all have different experiences. I’m supposedly part El’aras, but…” He peered around. The El’aras were not represented here, since Anna had not come, though he wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. Given the way his core reserves had reacted when he’d activated the power here, Gavin questioned whether having Anna or the other El’aras present would have caused more problems than it was worth.

      “But you’re the Chain Breaker,” Alana said.

      “I am. And I have chosen to be something else beyond that.”

      She nodded. “So if this is bad, I can choose something else?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      He found Gaspar watching him with concern in his eyes. What did Gaspar think he was going to do, though? Gavin had always wanted to help and protect Alana because she had been valuable to him. But more than that, she had been someone who needed that help and that protection.

      “I want to know,” Alana finally said, and she nodded to herself. “I think… I think I need to know.”

      “Then we will find out together.” Gavin slipped his arm around her shoulders. “Stay close to me. And maybe be ready with some of your enchantments.”

      “You think they will be helpful?”

      “I think it’s very likely they will be essential.”

      Wrenlow pointed to a page in the book he had open, Char standing behind him. “Look at this,” he told Gavin. “If you study these patterns, you can see that there’s a uniformity here. It’s tied to something out here. I can see it. I hadn’t considered it before, but this seems to link to this.” He gestured from the book to the walls. “And this to this,” he said, pointing to another section of the book and then to a different part of the wall. “It all seems to connect.”

      Gavin stared at it for a moment, then turned and swept his gaze around. He had not been able to figure out the folding that Alana had done, but there was something to what he had seen and what he could feel that he thought he might be able to uncover. If only he could grasp it quickly enough.

      “I think…” He pursed his lips. “I think there’s something here.”

      He continued to focus on what was here and what he could feel, and he tried to make sense of it, but he could not tell what it was.

      “I can’t find the pattern.”

      “You have to fold it,” Alana said. She wasn’t looking at the book but at the walls. “This one goes there, this one goes there,” she said, moving her hands in place and seemingly trying to coordinate something with them. “They all blend and band together, and they create…” She frowned. “Oh.”

      “What is it?”

      “I see it, Gavin.” She glanced up at him. “I see a door. I remember the door.”

      “If you remember it, then we can go through it. Together.”

      She looked as if she wanted to squirm away, but that wasn’t the Alana he knew. The Alana he knew was strong and confident, and regardless of what they might encounter here, she was going to do whatever she thought she needed to in order to help.

      She took a deep breath, and then she pointed. “Somebody has to help fold this.”

      “It needs power,” Gavin said.

      He started reaching for his core reserves, but as soon as he did, the ground around him began to shake. He recognized that strange trembling energy, and it seemed to fight him. He released his power.

      “What was that?” Gaspar asked.

      “That was me,” Gavin said, “and unfortunately, it seems as if this place doesn’t react well to my connection to El’aras power or the bralinath trees.” As soon as he focused on the two of them, he felt a bit of resistance, as if something was trying to push against him and force him to let go of it. “But maybe I can try the Leier power?”

      That was a different connection—and maybe newer.

      He still didn’t understand the connection to it, only that there was some other part of that power that had seemed to bond in a way he could feel but didn’t quite know what to make of. He began to use the tree pattern, and as its power continued to build and bloom within him, he could feel the way it was working. Gavin thought he might be able to use it, but more than that, there was simply something about the Leier magic that seemed to suit this type of action. It was strange for him to consider, but increasingly, he couldn’t help but think he needed to use it. As he focused, pushing that power out of himself and through the stone wall, he felt another tremble. This time, it was different.

      Lines began to form. Gavin could pour that power out, but he wouldn’t be able to do anything with it.

      “Get everybody close,” he said.

      “Are you sure about this, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      “We need to know. Once I complete this, we have to be ready.”

      Gaspar organized everybody around him, and they started scooting closer.

      Gavin looked over to Alana, who was frowning. “What’s the matter?”

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” she said. “It feels wrong, what you’re doing. I don’t know why, only that…” She shook her head. “Only that I can feel that it’s wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It isn’t folding.”

      Alana reached out and looked as if she was going to grab at the air, but surprisingly, she grabbed at the strands of Leier power that stretched from his tree pattern, and she began to pull on them.

      Gavin continued to push out with the connection to this Leier energy, and he didn’t say anything. He let her grab for the strands, and though he could not manipulate them the same way she could, he could feel the way she was doing it and the power she was pushing into it in such a way that it was building up from her and flowing outward. He recognized the sheer power that she grasped as she bent those strands together, forming a pattern. It looked as if she was twisting it much like she did when she was folding her enchantments.

      When she was done, the power bulged and flowed outward, but it didn’t do anything else. It just stayed in place.

      “I thought that was the right thing,” she said.

      “Maybe it still is,” Gavin said.

      “Why?”

      He looked at the others around him. Most people were watching them, though paying more attention to Alana than they were to Gavin, which was to be expected since she was the most critical person here.

      “Well,” he said, “I used one aspect of power, but there are other aspects of it too.”

      “What others?”

      “Hold on tight,” Gavin said.

      Rather than trying his core reserves and the bralinath power, Gavin reached into his pocket, pulled out the egg-shaped enchantment Alana had made, and tapped on it.

      It began to unfold.

      As it did, it released the power it had been drawing in. Gavin had felt it absorbing magic, even though he hadn’t been entirely sure what it was. But as it did, power flowed into that and started to create a door, which stretched and filled the space until it eventually stopped. It was massive, several feet taller than Gavin, and would be wide enough for him to ride his dragon through.

      “Was that it?” Gaspar asked.

      “Well, that’s—”

      The door exploded with power and slammed open.

      Gavin jumped and grabbed Alana, then dragged her off to the side. Once she was out of the way, he reached for several of his enchantments. Three of them were stone golems that Mekel had made, and he tapped on them to activate them. As he pushed a bit of his core reserves into them to fill them with power and make them grow, he felt the tremble within himself, but he ignored it. He connected to those enchantments, and he leaned forward. “Protect her,” he commanded them.

      The enchantments continued to stretch and elongate, eventually taking up position around Alana. She looked up at Gavin.

      “I will keep you safe,” he said, unsheathing his El’aras blade before realizing that was a mistake. It reacted strangely to the space so that he could not hold it. He was going to have to use a different kind of power. “But these enchantments will watch over you.”

      She nodded.

      He started forward as eight members of the order streamed out of the open door. Gavin half expected the man who had been with Telluminder to be among them, but he was not. Tenender was, though.

      They were all wearing dark robes with runic patterns that seemed to glow. Perhaps those were enchantments, or just ancient power they had control over. Either way, he knew this was going to be dangerous.

      He braced for their attack, but once they reached the doorway, they waited.

      Tenender glowered at Gavin. “You did this? I did not expect you to know enough, but I should thank you for revealing this to us.” He stepped past the other seven. “We’ve been searching for quite some time. It is the keystone.”

      “The keystone to what?”

      “To reunification.”

      Tenender began to pull from various places around him, as if grabbing for invisible items. Gavin didn’t know what he was doing, but he wasn’t even sure he needed to.

      He could feel it.

      It seemed similar to the way Alana had pulled on the power around them, using that to bend and twist and form patterns that had created the doorway.

      And if Tenender succeeded, Gavin wasn’t sure what would happen, but he feared whatever it might be.

      “Well,” Gavin said, looking over to Gaspar, “I don’t know if we have enough here or not.”

      “There are only eight of them,” Gaspar said.

      “Trust me when I tell you that eight will be enough.”

      The Leier lunged forward, nearly matching the order for numbers. Three members of the order split off from the rest of the group and began to take on the Leier by themselves. At first, the fight looked even, but then the order seemed to gain the upper hand. They seemed to use power, but Gavin couldn’t tell what kind it was. When he had dealt with sorcerers, he had been able to identify their kind of magic. With the El’aras, he could sense it. And even with the Leier and their sacred patterns, he had been able to feel that energy. With this, it just seemed to exist.

      “How?” Gaspar breathed out.

      “They have power,” Gavin said.

      The enchanters placed different enchantments around, mixing with what the sorcerers were doing. Power was being drawn into this space, but as soon as they set up their defenses, the ground around them began to rumble, shattering each of the enchantments.

      Gavin looked over to Zella and shook his head. “Go. Take them. Seal off this space.”

      “I’m not leaving her behind,” she said.

      “She may need to be here.”

      “Then I will stay with her.” She turned to the other enchanters. “Leave, and protect us from outside.”

      Mekel held Zella’s gaze the longest, before he nodded. He motioned for the others to follow, and they shuffled out of the room. The door that had let them in closed, and a burst of power flowed from the other side, sealing them in.

      They had sorcerers. They had the Leier. They had him and Gaspar.

      And yet, Gavin felt as if they would not be enough.
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      “I need one of your knives,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar frowned at him. “You don’t get to have any.”

      “I can’t use my El’aras blade, since it seemed to be reacting to me in this place. I don’t know why or what it means, but I do realize that if I keep trying to use it, something is going to happen, like I’m going to lose control over the power I have here. So I hope you’ll let me use one of your knives so I can have something to fight with.”

      Gaspar grunted and handed a dagger over to Gavin. He also grabbed a handful of enchantments and slipped them onto his wrist. “You know, I kind of liked it better when you were this braggart who claimed he was so good with hand-to-hand combat.”

      “Oh, I’m still that person.”

      “Then what are you going to do?”

      “See if I can still fight.”

      Gavin darted forward. One of the order turned to him. He punched, switching from Jasap style into Bo, but knowing he was going to need something more aggressive than that. He had to try Zar. It was quick and dangerous, yet had high reward.

      The man countered him easily. It was almost as if Gavin were fighting a mirror of himself. Each time he shifted, he could feel his opponent using that same pattern. He was the Champion. He had been trained to handle combat like this. He was the one Tristan had taught.

      Despite that, he could not do anything against this.

      Somewhere nearby, he could hear the others fighting. Worse, he could hear them failing. There were flickers of magic as sorcery began to burst, and then he heard the clatter of blades from the Leier. Other enchantments fired off, but if Gavin was right, nothing they could do would be effective.

      The order had circled Tenender, protecting him. Then they began to spread out, pushing everybody back. Gavin was forced back as well. He continued to shift his fighting styles, dancing from one to the next, thinking he might be able to overwhelm his attacker, but as he attempted to do so, he found that it was not effective. Each attempt left him stuttering with the effort.

      Anger filled him. It shouldn’t be this difficult.

      Gavin was a better fighter than this. He was better fighter than all of them. But they mimicked him better than he could react.

      There had to be something different he could try. As he switched from style to style, he realized the danger in that. Every time he changed to a different fighting style, he gave his opponent an opportunity to react and taught them something new.

      “Any suggestions?” Gavin called out.

      He looked around, but he had lost track of Tenender and couldn’t see where he had gone. He was somewhere nearby, Gavin knew. He could tell that he had to be there, somehow.

      The order continued to sweep outward. As they did, he could feel pressure, like something was pushing on him. It was power of a sort he had not yet identified. Maybe given what he knew of them, it was a combination of power, and it was possible they were using some way of mixing different aspects of magic together and creating something even more potent. If that was the case, then Gavin wasn’t sure that anything he could do with fighting techniques would be effective. At this point, it could be that nothing would work.

      Gavin shifted into the style of Nisha for a few moments, before driving his fist forward in a Jonal technique. None of them were working. The man countered each of them. And with eight members of the order and only one of him, then if they were to all come at him…

      “Use what I taught you,” Imogen shouted.

      That was one thing he hadn’t tried yet.

      He stopped using his fighting styles and switched into the Leier tree pattern. The order continued to attack, but he focused on the tree. In addition to using the bralinath tree as the base of the pattern, he focused on something else—the magic of the Leier. It was one part of his power that he had not drawn on all that often, and Gavin did not know how it would react to him now. But even as he started to stretch for that power, he began to feel it flowing out from him, reacting to what he found and what he felt, and he realized it wasn’t going to be effective.

      The power still worked, but it seemed to probe into something different—and deeper. Though he didn’t understand it, he could feel it. And that, mixed with his power and what Imogen had taught him, offered him a different benefit.

      Gavin blasted out with all his strength. That energy coursed along the branches of his makeshift tree, and a burst of it shot out and struck the member of the order he’d been fighting. He waited for the man to get up and come at him again, as that had been the way they had all operated so far, but he didn’t. He lay there motionless. Gavin rushed forward with Gaspar’s blade and jammed it into the man’s chest.

      He looked at the others. Imogen was now holding on to her sacred tree pattern, blade held in front of her, and she did not move. Her technique kept the three members of the order at bay. Gaspar had managed to take one down. Gavin was curious as to how, but he was not about to question it at this point. That left two remaining, along with Tenender.

      They were moving toward Alana.

      Gavin cried out, and he channeled the power that the Leier tree pattern helped him reach but which he didn’t fully understand. Some sort of dark energy burst within him, and it sent him streaking up toward the top of the chamber. He came crashing down, landing amid the enchantments. He drew on that power and tapped each of the enchantments, and something changed within them. They began to grow even larger.

      Alana looked over at him, her eyes wide.

      “He’s coming for you,” Gavin said.

      Could she have been what the order had been after all this time?

      They had been searching for power and collecting it, but they had been doing more than that. He recalled what the man with Telluminder had said. These exiles had been seeking power, searching for it in the temples and also in distant cities. And that man had said it was too much power for one person—and this realm.

      Could all of this have been about Alana? Why her?

      He stood among the enchantments and focused on the tree pattern Imogen had taught him.

      The order took up positions all around them, each of them moving behind one of the enchantments.

      “Release her, and I will make this quick for you,” Tenender said.

      Gavin glared at him. “What do you want her for?”

      Tenender said nothing, but he drove his fist forward in a sharp strike toward the humanoid enchantment that stood in front of Alana. The enchantment shattered.

      Tenender hadn’t even touched it. He hadn’t needed to. Gavin had felt the enchantment break, although he did not know what had happened. The only thing he was certain of was that he had felt that power bursting out of the enchantment and into the emptiness around them.

      The other two order members pressed outward, doing something similar to what Tenender had. Those enchantments also shattered.

      Gavin stood near Alana while holding on to his tree pattern, and the deep power that came with it. Across from him, the Leier kept getting forced backward, though Gaspar was trying to help. Only two of the order were down, and the others had overpowered the rest of them. Gavin didn’t see the sorcerers or Wrenlow, who seemed to have disappeared. Had they gone out of the room to join the enchanters?

      “Gavin?” Alana asked. Her voice was soft, scared.

      “He’s not getting to you.”

      “Where do you think she comes from?” Tenender said to Gavin.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Tenender flashed a grin. “Doesn’t it? What do you think she is?”

      What, not who.

      Gavin looked down at Alana as he continued to maintain the pattern, forcing that power out of himself, and the deep power that the Leier pattern helped him reach that was so different than the bralinath power. He had recognized that early on. There seemed to be finite limits to it that were different. Eventually, that power would fade, and when it did, he wasn’t sure what more he would be able to do. He might not be able to do anything.

      “She’s my friend,” Gavin said.

      Tenender sneered at him. “Such a fool. A complete and ignorant fool.”

      Anger surged in Gavin.

      He understood patterns. He was the Champion. He had trained with Tristan to identify power, to know how to counter it, to understand what he would have to do in order to deal with the dangers that existed in the world, and to be the person Tristan had taught him to be. Gavin could handle this.

      Tenender drew his hand back. Gavin had seen the way he’d driven his fist toward the enchantment, and he braced for the strike, knowing he could defend against it.

      He shifted the tree pattern so that when Tenender brought his fist forward, along with all the power with it, he was thrown backward. Gavin spun immediately, and it felt as if he were uprooting some aspect of the tree. Even as he did that, he pushed out again, sending a wave of power out from him that exploded into the other two members of the order.

      It did nothing.

      One of the men watched him. Gavin flew forward with Gaspar’s dagger, slicing the man in the chest. The man looked down, and then crumpled.

      “Didn’t expect that, did you?”

      He turned, and the other attacker blasted outward with energy, forcing Gavin to react. He didn’t shift into his tree pattern fast enough, and given the amount of power he had used against Tenender, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to defend himself effectively enough at this point. He started to push outward with magic, when the man fell to the ground.

      Gaspar stood over the man, a bloody dagger in his fist. “Figured you needed a hand, boy.”

      Gavin looked over to Alana. Tenender was still nearby, and the other three members of the order also remained.

      “Why is it that we feel outnumbered even though we have the people?” he asked Gaspar.

      “Well, I’ve never seen anything quite like this before. They seem to learn pretty much everything we’re doing.”

      He looked over toward Imogen, who was still battling, and she was starting to struggle in ways Gavin had never seen before ever since she had returned from her homeland. She was trying to coordinate her people, to get them all to work together so they could face off against their three opponents.

      Seven of the Leier were still standing. And they were forced back.

      Tenender got to his feet and came toward Gavin. He was moving his hands, pulling on invisible strands, and a burst of energy was glowing in between his hands as if he was building power and suddenly going to toss it at Gavin.

      “Hand her over,” Tenender said.

      “Tell me what she is.”

      “She is what we’ve been searching for.”

      Gavin looked down at Alana. “Do you hear that? I always knew you were special. But don’t worry. He’s not going to touch you.”

      Alana trembled.

      Tenender flicked his wrists, and what looked like a ball of white light streaked toward him. Gavin tried to throw his tree pattern up to create a protective barrier around him, but he could feel as soon as Tenender’s power came toward him that the tree pattern wasn’t going to be enough.

      Gavin grabbed Alana and darted off to the side. As he did, he swung his leg out, hooking it around Gaspar and bringing him down to the ground so that the ball of energy would not catch him.

      “Thanks, boy,” Gaspar said, and he sounded sincere.

      Gavin rolled, keeping Alana behind him. He watched Tenender, who was already pulling on more energy.

      “And here I believed that you wanted to release power,” Gavin said.

      “That is my plan,” Tenender replied.

      “But I don’t think that’s what you’re going to do. If that was what you wanted, then you would’ve tried something different. You wouldn’t have come here for her.”

      Tenender sneered at him. “You know so little.”

      He whipped another burst of power at Gavin, and Gavin braced himself once more. He managed to block the attack, but Tenender was already beginning to build his magic again. Gavin knew it would become too much. As much as he thought he might be able to overwhelm Tenender, he could not fight through this, despite everything he tried.

      “You’re right,” Gavin said. “I do know so little. At least compared to you. But you know what I do know? I know loyalty. I know friendship. And I know that you forgot to look behind you.”

      Tenender jerked his head around and managed to block Imogen’s blade.

      “You better do something soon,” Gaspar muttered.

      What else could Gavin do? There was one thing.

      He didn’t know if it would work—not in this room, and not with what he felt—but they needed to disrupt Tenender’s power, didn’t they? He opened himself to his El’aras core reserves and to that power, and then let it fill him.

      Everything around him trembled.

      Tenender turned his attention back to Gavin, but Gavin was not done.

      He used the Leier pattern, drawing on the power within himself as he probed deeper and deeper. Somehow that connection—this keystone, as Tenender had called it—allowed him to channel something different. It required him to shift his movement, the seeker tree gliding as he had slid through that power, probing for something more. It exploded within him.

      Power struck the stone where Tenender stood, tossing him toward Gavin.

      Gavin brought his dagger up. It pierced Tenender’s throat as he stumbled forward.

      As the man died, a hint of a smile curled his lips. “So ignorant,” he whispered with his last breath.

      Gavin pushed him off and then got to his feet, releasing his control over the core reserves and the bralinath connection. Imogen had stopped the remaining members of the order and left their bodies lying broken and motionless.

      He stood for a moment, breathing in and out heavily, trying to feel that power, trying to make sense of it, and yet he could not tell what it was that he had done and what he could feel.

      He flipped the dagger back to Gaspar, who caught it and wiped it on one of the bodies near him.

      Alana was still on the ground, crouching on her hands and knees, and Gavin helped her to her feet.

      “Are we…”

      “Safe. At least, we’re safe for now.”

      The order wasn’t done, he knew, but Gavin now understood that they were after Alana. And as he looked at her, he knew he still needed to understand why.

      He glanced over to Gaspar. “Figure out where the kid went.”

      Gaspar grunted. “I pushed him out with the sorcerers when the fighting got started. He left with them and the enchanters.”

      “Good. I’d hate to lose him.”

      “I’d hate to lose anyone.”

      Gavin breathed out, and as he looked around, he saw Imogen crouching down next to several fallen Leier. Out of the eight of them that had started their attack, four had survived. And against only three members of the order? What kind of power and skill did they have?

      “We were overpowered,” Gavin said. “We can’t let that happen again.”

      “No,” Imogen said. “We will train.”

      “I think we need to do more than just train. We need to know what they were after. We need to know how we can stop them.”

      And as he turned his attention back to the glowing door, still filled with the strange power he’d tapped into through the Leier pattern, and whatever other magic this room had, he knew they had to do more than just that.

      Gaspar held his gaze for a moment and then shook his head ever so slightly.

      Gavin gave a heavy sigh. “I don’t know that we have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice, boy.”

      Alana looked up at him. “I will go.”

      “I don’t know what we’ll find.”

      “I will go. That’s what you’re saying, right? I saw you two looking at each other.”

      Gavin glanced over at the doorway again. He couldn’t see anything through it, only that it glowed, but that energy didn’t reveal anything to him. “I think we need to follow it. We need to know what they were after. We need to know where they had come from. And I think we need to know how they were able to fight the way they did.”

      “What are you concerned about?” Imogen asked.

      Gavin looked over to Alana.

      Zella entered the room and crouched down in front of Alana, making sure she was uninjured. Gavin used the opportunity to talk with Gaspar and Imogen without Alana overhearing.

      “I’m concerned about why they wanted her, and about the rest of the order. The true order. This was just a splinter group. What happens when the real order comes for her?”
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      The Chain Breaker continues in: The Council of Yoran.

      
        
          
            
          
        

      

      The Chain Breaker must fall. Something greater must rise.

      A dark power builds, but Gavin and his allies can’t find its source.

      Much of what he’s learned has been fragments of what he needs. Gavin must find a way to bring it all together if he wants to protect the future.

      But the key to stopping the danger may involve a sacrifice he’s unwilling to make.

      He can’t fight his way past the danger that comes. The Chain Breaker must fall.

      Who—and what—will replace him?
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Corrupt Alliance. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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