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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin Lorren, the Chain Breaker, carried with him an undercurrent of violence.

      It was a familiar sense for him. He had grown up around it, had come to know the feeling quite well, and had even learned to appreciate the way it felt, though he no longer hungered for it like he once had. There had been a time when he had chased violence, when he had believed that was his purpose.

      Gavin did not feel that way about it any longer. Now it was simply a part of life, and, unfortunately, a part of who he was.

      He checked his sword sheathed at his side, ensuring that it was ready. Mostly, he ensured that he was ready. He was not going to be caught unaware and unprepared. No. He intended to make sure he was the aggressor. At least, if it came down to a fight.

      These days, it always came down to one.

      “You’ve been gone for a while.” Gaspar’s voice came through Gavin’s earpiece.

      The metal enchantment in his ear connected to a thin silver chain that was pinned to his lapel. The enchantment was El’aras made, and in the time that Gavin had used it, he had not found any shift in its strength—not like there was with so many other enchantments. This one managed to remain functional, regardless of how often or how long he used it. Then again, he had pushed some of his own magic—power that he referred to as his core reserves—into the enchantment. He wasn’t sure if that had strengthened it or if he had modified it, as his connection to enchantments did change them over time.

      “You ever have those moments when you feel like there’s something coming?” Gavin asked, looking out into the darkness.

      With a bit of his core reserves flowing into his eyes, he could enhance his eyesight and turn the otherwise pitch-black darkness into gradations of gray he could see through. Even with that ability, he did not see anything other than the occasional swaying of tree branches in the breeze that gusted around him, carrying the smells of the forest. Those branches would help offer a measure of protection as well, so long as Gavin was here.

      “I know what you’re saying, boy,” Gaspar said. His voice was hushed, as if he understood the danger that Gavin felt, though he was far from where Gavin was situated. “You don’t have to do this. There are other ways.”

      “We’ve not found any sign of the order. How long have we been searching?”

      There was a moment of silence on the other end of the enchantment. At some point, Gavin half expected Wrenlow to pipe in, but then again, Wrenlow was busy with Olivia more often these days. Between her and his research, Gavin had come to leave Wrenlow alone as much as he could. The kid, as Gaspar called him, needed to have his time to himself.

      “Too long, I suppose you’ll say,” Gaspar said.

      “Too long. We don’t know everything they’re after.”

      Gaspar grunted. “We know what they’re after.”

      “What. Who. But not why.”

      And that was the reason Gavin was willing to fight. For Alana. To learn what the order wanted with her. To find out whether there was anything he could prevent from happening. To understand who she was, because Alana didn’t remember. And more than anything, Gavin had begun to believe that understanding who and what Alana was might be the key to understanding what the order intended.

      Gavin knew they wanted power, despite Tenender’s claims when he still lived. It was the kind of power that had been absent from the world for a long time, and the order chased it. Everybody chased power, from Gavin’s experience. The problem was that some people should not have it.

      “Alana said she wants you here with her,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin smiled. “She didn’t say that.”

      “You want me to put her on?”

      Gavin hesitated. “Well, it wouldn’t be the worst thing for me to have a conversation with her.”

      Alana was as close a thing to a daughter as Gavin thought he’d ever have. He was strangely protective of her. He’d always felt that way about her. Well, not always, but ever since meeting her and having the experiences he’d had with her, he had felt as if he needed to offer her protection she wouldn’t get otherwise. And it seemed that she appreciated it.

      “Have you seen anything?” Alana’s far-too-chipper voice came through the enchantment.

      “Nothing but the night.”

      Gavin could imagine her sitting on the floor inside the fortress, folding pieces of paper as she made different enchantments. She would form them, and oftentimes she would give them to him to activate with his connection to magic. When he did, something changed within them. Neither Gavin nor Alana really understood what it was, but it did seem to modify things.

      “You sound uneasy,” she said.

      “You can hear that through the enchantment?”

      “Maybe it’s not what I hear. It’s what I feel. The dragon is uneasy, Gavin.”

      He flicked his gaze up. He couldn’t see the dragon, though he knew it circled above him. At this point, it was as near a living creature as was possible. Having received power from Gavin and, strangely, connecting to other types of power in the world, the dragon had continued to change. Evolve, as it were. It was something he didn’t fully understand, but it was something he knew to be important.

      He didn’t feel uneasiness from the dragon. The only thing Gavin could tell about it was that there was a distinct sense of alertness. That alertness, however, could mean many things when it came to the dragon, which was an enchantment that had powers far beyond what Gavin could fully fathom. “The dragon might be uneasy, but you don’t have to worry about it. It’s safe.”

      Alana laughed softly. Gavin was pleased she could still laugh, despite being the target of the order.

      “I’m not worried about the dragon. I think it’s stronger than you now.”

      He frowned. The wind had shifted, and now it carried a different undercurrent to it. There was something that reminded him of rain and damp earth, but it was fleeting. He had been feeling other senses all around him, so when it came, it was a distinct shift from what he had been feeling. It put him on edge.

      He turned slowly and focused, pushing out with his connection to the seeker trees that surrounded them. He didn’t borrow their connection very often, only when he felt it completely necessary, but in this case, given that he had turned this into something more than just a pursuit, he needed the seeker trees. Gavin found that he could use both the seeker trees and the bralinath trees, though one type tended to be better than the other at times. He wasn’t sure which one to choose now. He hadn’t even been sure that the trees would respond to him, but he was thankful that they had agreed to this. Because with them, and what they were capable of doing, it was a matter of agreement.

      “I’m going to need to go quiet for a little while,” he said to Alana. “Make sure to tell Gaspar that I will let him know if anything happens.”

      He didn’t have to say that she would probably know if something happened to him. With her connection to the dragon, along with the other enchantments Gavin had access to, it was highly likely she would.

      But he didn’t want her to worry. That was part of the reason he was willing to face the dangers he did. This was something that he could do. The order might be comprised of men and women who had far more knowledge—and possibly even training—than him, but Gavin was a fighter in ways they were not.

      “He says to be careful,” Alana said.

      “I’m always careful.”

      Alana laughed again. Then she fell silent.

      The wind turned once more. This time, as Gavin stared off into the distance, he knew that something had happened. He wasn’t sure what it was, only that he could feel some difference in the darkness of the night. Rather than moving, he instead drew on one of the patterns Imogen had taught him, which granted him the ability to search beyond where he was. It was an interesting use of magic, and one that was different than what Anna had wanted him to understand about his El’aras connection.

      Given Gavin’s predilection for fighting and his understanding of that skill set, this technique served him better than any of the El’aras patterns. Using the Leier fighting styles allowed him to summon magic far more readily, and powerfully, than he otherwise would be able to.

      He formed what he referred to as the tree pattern. He knew Imogen had a more formal name for it, but in his mind, it was nothing more than a tree. He used that pattern, visualizing the power of a bralinath tree, which connected him to the ancient El’aras elders so that he could probe downward and stretch roots that reached far beyond him. That allowed him to connect to the seeker trees and then beyond them as well.

      When he did, the faint stirrings of other aspects of power fluttered around him.

      At first, there was nothing more than just the quiet of the forest.

      If it was only that, then Gavin wouldn’t have detected it quite as strongly as he did. Instead, he was acutely aware of that energy, and acutely aware of how it pressed against him, leaving him feeling a sense of tension.

      He slipped his hand into his pouch, grabbed several of the paper ravens Alana had made, and activated them. Doing so involved little more than connecting to his core reserves—a buried part of himself that he had long ago learned to unlock—and pushing that magic into the enchantments. They quickly unfolded, hovering in the air with nothing more than a slight flutter of their wings. He had already learned how to rapidly connect to their power, and in doing so, he began to see what they could see. Gavin could look through the darkness by augmenting his own eyesight with his core reserves, but the ravens didn’t even need that.

      Each raven seemed to have a different connection to the darkness, giving him an easier way of seeing what spread out around him. One of them saw things in shades of white and gray. Another seemed to see heat, which left flickers of orange. And still another saw shadows Gavin couldn’t identify easily. The three ravens he’d activated all had different means of visualizing what was around him, but his mind could synthesize those images and convert them into a single vision he could then use.

      So far, Gavin saw nothing. Just the swaying of the seeker tree branches, and…

      Not branches.

      Something was moving through the forest.

      It was slow, steady, and difficult for him to identify using just the ravens, or the dragon, or even his tree pattern.

      There was something to it that struck Gavin as surprisingly powerful, and yet he also understood that it was designed to bypass the various defenses he had placed—a perimeter of enchantments around this building, not only to protect himself but also to set what he intended in motion. The seeker trees themselves offered a measure of defense, but he did worry they might be overwhelmed by the power of the order if they came.

      Well, if the order came in full. Gavin had not seen the order attack with its full potential in quite some time, and he didn’t want to risk damaging the trees if he didn’t have to, as they were an ancient part of the El’aras. At least, they had been. The seeker trees understood some other truth, though. It had taken him time to come to that realization, and it was one that only he had. Anna and the other El’aras didn’t share it with him., thinking he misunderstood the purpose behind them.

      By connecting the bralinath trees to the seeker trees, he could issue suggestions. Not commands. Gavin didn’t dare think that he could command these sentient trees. He could ask for their help, however. And so far, the trees had been willing to grant him that protection, and had been willing to provide him with assistance.

      Eventually, Gavin wondered if they would abandon him, as he was not truly El’aras. It might come to a point where they questioned whether they should be serving him.

      The seeker trees slowly started to shift, moving in a circle that formed around the small, squat stone building he had attached a series of markings on to draw in the order.

      As soon as the seeker trees began moving, the massive shape in the forest started to lumber toward him. A tremble echoed through the ground with a sense of power that Gavin had not anticipated.

      He unsheathed his blade, holding it at the ready.

      Enchantments? No. He would’ve felt something. More than that, the protections circling this stone building would have detected something and triggered a defensive reaction.

      If not enchantments, it could be sorcery, but that didn’t fit with what he knew of the order. They had magic that preceded sorcery. It was older, more arcane, and far more complicated. Unfortunately, it was also the kind of power that Gavin didn’t fully understand.

      The creature that appeared before him looked like an enormous monster made of earth and stone. Gavin had fought creatures like that before, but this one towered above him, easily taller than the seeker trees, and those were each nearly a hundred feet tall.

      The seeker trees spun their branches at this monster, but it would do no good.

      Gavin pushed through his connection and suggested to the seeker trees to give this monster space so that they didn’t harm themselves in the process of trying to stop it.

      The monster slowed.

      “What do we have here?” Gavin said.

      The creature looked down at him. Gavin didn’t move, and instead he continued to push outward with his tree pattern, trying to detect whether there was anything within that pattern of the creature. When it came to the order, the problem was that there were quite a few aspects of power he was not all that familiar with. They had connections to power that Gavin had been struggling to learn, and they had the resources to test and study such things for a much longer time than he ever had.

      The tree pattern illuminated something for him this time.

      Not only that, but as he held on to this power, it connected him to something deeper and showed him a blooming energy from the bralinath trees, the gift they had given him for serving as the Champion of the El’aras. Or, as Gavin had come to learn, the Champion of their power, as it was not so much about him serving the El’aras as it was about serving the continuity of that power so it would not fade from the world.

      That knowledge revealed a technique.

      Gavin pushed with that pattern, and it splashed over the monster.

      A series of markings that were etched along the monster’s body became visible. There had to be a hundred or more of them. They were all in different patterns, mostly symbols, though some looked like geometric shapes in unusual positions on the creature. A few were on what Gavin would consider the knee, a couple were at the waist, most of them decorated the chest and arms, and at least two dozen ran along the creature’s head.

      “I don’t suppose you have some way for me to overpower these markings,” he muttered, but he didn’t expect the ancient power to respond to him. It never did. All he really needed was insight.

      Creatures like this could be stopped. More than that, Gavin knew, creatures like this could be turned to his benefit.

      At least, that had been his experience. With the markings worked all along this creature, Gavin questioned if such a thing was possible. This was more enchanted than anything else he had ever encountered—even if this wasn’t even an enchantment.

      Could I target some of those markings?

      He’d spent far too much time thinking. The creature took another step toward him and tried to stomp on him.

      “That’s not nice,” Gavin said, and he jabbed upward with his blade, empowering it with his core reserves and drawing on the power of the bralinath trees. By pushing all that energy up into the sword, it began to glow, taking on a pale blue energy as he stabbed into the creature’s foot.

      Which did not slow it.

      He rolled out of the way, avoiding the creature stomping down on him.

      As Gavin popped up to his feet, the thing turned to him, moving far faster than he would’ve expected something of that size to be able to do.

      It tried to step on him again.

      It wasn’t just that the creature was using its physical size. It was also using power that emanated from inside of it. It had to be summoned through those patterns, Gavin suspected, and pushed out as a shield he couldn’t overpower with his own bralinath connection.

      He backed away. With each step backward, the creature tracked him and followed him.

      Different bands of energy swept along it. Those seemed to form a pattern, first in the knees, then in the waist, and then up to the head. There was a sequence of flashes, which happened quicker than Gavin could fully track. He put the knowledge that he had from the bralinath trees to work to process what was taking place. He needed the trees to facilitate what he was going to do.

      He launched outward with the blast of bralinath power, tightened into a narrow blade. It exploded, catching the creature in one of the legs.

      There was a faint glowing energy, and the creature stuttered for a moment.

      The monster turned toward him again.

      Even as he blasted some of his power at the creature, something faded. It was almost as if the creature was draining some part of what he was doing, and Gavin was empowering the monster with his own magic. It wasn’t the first time that the order had attempted something similar.

      He withdrew back toward the stone building. As he jumped, he channeled his own personal core reserves, not the power of the bralinath trees, and landed atop the building.

      The creature came at him.

      Gavin used the tree pattern he’d learned from Imogen and pushed down into the stone, into the seeker trees that had encircled him. The creature seemed to recognize that something was amiss, and it lumbered toward him.

      Gavin jumped.

      The dragon swooped down, caught him in its talons, and clenched him tightly.

      The monster swiped at him, but he was high enough that it couldn’t reach him.

      The seeker trees converged with violent movements, swinging their limbs at the creature faster than Gavin would’ve expected an actual tree to be able to do. He heard a horrifying shriek, and he didn’t know if it came from the trees or if it came from the monster. He hoped it wasn’t from the trees, which had come at his behest.

      There was a blast when the monster reached the building, and then everything started to compress.

      Folding.

      As the creature was pulled down and squeezed, there was a mysterious streak of stone, of metal, and then a burst of energy. The power that the creature had been holding on to that had tied it to Gavin’s bralinath powers faded, giving him his full strength back.

      He also felt something else. A faint connection lingered and then pulsed briefly, almost as if some part of the creature that remained connected to the order had sent a message before its destruction.

      With one more compression, the building collapsed entirely, condensing into little more than a pile of dust and debris.

      When it was done, the night fell silent. The wind shifted, and it carried the smells of the forest, but nothing of dampness and rain and earth.

      Gavin sighed.

      So much for his trap drawing out the order itself.
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      “Did it work?” Telluminder asked the moment Gavin stepped into the shop.

      Gavin’s eyes had to adjust to the dimness, though there was a single lantern with a muted light at one end of it. Otherwise, the strange old man liked to keep the shop dark, especially since it had been rebuilt following its destruction.

      He wouldn’t have come here if there were other options, but Gavin needed answers—and he needed help in ways he wouldn’t find on his own. That was why he came to Telluminder, despite his concern that he was still tied to the order in a manner that might be problematic for Gavin.

      He breathed out heavily as he approached. The shop consisted of rows of shelves, each of them filled with different enchantments. For the most part, those enchantments were useful, but they had little benefit for somebody like him. There had been a time when he would’ve been more intrigued by what Telluminder had here, but that time had passed long ago when Gavin had come to realize that he could make his own enchantments and modify existing ones.

      “Unfortunately, though I did draw the order out, I didn’t draw out what I intended.” He looked around. “I was hoping that maybe your network might have uncovered something more.”

      Telluminder hopped up onto his stool, which put him at eye level with Gavin. Otherwise Telluminder was a small man with a massive head, and he was always looking up at Gavin.

      “We’ve been searching.”

      “We?”

      “My network,” Telluminder snapped. “I told you I would help you, but there are limitations to what we can uncover. We are not infallible.”

      Gavin bit back his immediate retort, wanting to say that he had never believed that the network was infallible. Far from it, in fact. His experience had told him that the scholar network was actually mostly a nuisance, as they had very little ability to truly track what Gavin believed was necessary.

      “They knew I would be there, which was the first time we’ve managed to draw them out,” Gavin said.

      Then again, they had sent enough signals that there should be no reason for them to believe otherwise. He had come to believe that the order had spies. It was part of why he had made such an effort of trying to show that Alana was tucked away in the small stone building in the woods. He had spread rumors, hoping to make some headway, but had not been able to get anywhere until tonight.

      He sighed, leaning on the counter. “They knew what I was doing,” he said, and then shared about the gigantic stone monster, along with the markings he’d seen. He watched Telluminder’s face as he did, curious whether the man would recognize anything.

      Instead, Telluminder just nodded. “We saw something similar to that when they attacked the outpost.”

      Gavin pursed his lips. “Similar, but this was focused. There was a sequence to how those patterns activated. And more than that, it seemed as if when I tried to use my own connection, it latched on to it, feeding itself even more power.”

      “You wouldn’t have made that mistake again, would you?” Telluminder asked. Gavin hesitated, and when he was silent too long, Telluminder started to laugh. “You did. And here I thought that you could learn, Chain Breaker. You’re going to lose your power if you keep doing that.”

      “I’m not trying to lose that power, I’m trying to use power. When faced with a nearly two-hundred-foot stone monster, you sort of do whatever you have to in order to succeed.”

      Telluminder laughed again. “I suppose you do.”

      “Anyway,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “I don’t think it really matters. Once I destroyed it, the connection to my power faded. I felt it rebound to me.”

      Telluminder frowned, pressing his hands together, and he closed his eyes for a moment. “Then they are not storing it themselves. They are simply letting it get drawn by the creature. Interesting use of power, especially your power. If they were targeting you—”

      “The target would not have been me,” Gavin said. When Telluminder looked over to him, Gavin shrugged. “The target isn’t me. The target is another.”

      He had been careful not to reveal too much to Telluminder, as he wasn’t entirely sure how much he trusted the weird old man, but he also needed his help. Not only that, but he needed access to the network of scholars that Telluminder had. Still, he had not shared anything about Alana, nor had he shared what had happened when the order had attacked in Yoran before.

      “You’ve been keeping something from me,” Telluminder said.

      “Well, you’ve been keeping your network from me, so I figure it’s only fair.”

      “This is not about fairness, Gavin Lorren. This is about helping you stop the order.”

      “I seem to recall you having some interest in working with the order at one point.”

      Telluminder waved his hand, dismissing Gavin’s worries. “That was quite some time ago, and you need not be concerned.”

      “Quite some time ago? Wasn’t it only a few months ago?”

      “Well, you still need not be concerned.”

      He snorted. With anyone else, he might be angry, but Gavin wasn’t quite sure what to make of Telluminder. “I am. And if you intend to let the rest of the order in on what you’re sharing with me, I am going to be reserved with what I share with you.” He frowned and held Telluminder’s gaze. “I gather that the scholar network intends to stay neutral in this, or at least as neutral as they can. I’m not willing to let anything happen to this person.”

      “This is somebody you care about?”

      “Stop pressing,” Gavin said.

      “A lover?”

      “Enough.”

      “Perhaps not a lover. I have heard rumors about you and the El’aras Shard, but there have been inconsistent stories with that.” Telluminder scratched his chin. “And if there was anything there, I would have expected the stories to be more consistent. Strange, as one would imagine that the Champion and the Shard would be a suitable match.”

      “You realize I’m standing right here,” Gavin said.

      “But perhaps ‘suitable match’ does not mean compatible. And given her connection to her people, I would think that somebody like the Shard would be troubled by some of the stories that have come out about the Champion. Yes.” He looked over, holding Gavin’s gaze for a moment and nodding. “Perhaps you once were compatible, or thought you were, but you have come to realize that the two of you are not a suitable pairing.”

      Gavin shook his head. “I’m not going into this with you.”

      “Which begs the question as to who you are concerned about. Not any of your team. You are well known for having a group around you of questionable magical abilities. The only one of much interest is the First of the Blade, and she is quite intriguing.” He patted his cheek. “The others are useful, but mostly from a support standpoint. So not there.” He sighed. “Sadly, I don’t have much other insight.”

      “I suppose that’s good,” Gavin muttered. “Because if you don’t, then it means that the rest of the order does not. If we can get back to what we were talking about, I have been trying to keep this person safe, so I tried to lure the order in.”

      “Do you really believe you’re ready to take them on?”

      “Not really,” Gavin said. “At least, I’m not ready to take them on with their terms. I can’t wait, though. I don’t want to keep playing catch-up here.”

      It was more than that. He didn’t think it was safe to keep waiting. There were too many dangers and uncertainties if he did, and he had to stay ahead of the order to figure out what they wanted with Alana.

      Gavin, Wrenlow, and Gaspar all had different theories. Gavin believed she was tied to some power that was connected to her enchantments. Gaspar thought she was someone of significance. And Wrenlow… Well, Gavin had to admit that Wrenlow’s suggestion about Alana’s importance was possibly the best alternative to what he believed. Wrenlow thought they wanted her because of her ability, and intended to use her in some way to access power they could not access on their own.

      Until they managed to capture one of the order and question that person, he wasn’t sure they could know. Alana didn’t remember, though Gavin and the others had been trying to work with her, wanting to know if there were any memories that might return about her time before Yoran. So far, she didn’t remember anything.

      Gavin didn’t want to push her, as traumatic memories were painful, and most people who experienced such things wanted to forget the reasons behind them. Generally, he wouldn’t have forced her to recall anything if there was any other alternative.

      In this case, they needed that information. More than that, he suspected she needed that information.

      “What kind of a trap did you use?” Telluminder asked.

      “We placed as strong of a defensive trap as we could.”

      Telluminder shook his head. “That is no answer, Gavin.”

      “The trap was supposed to be good. I wanted to capture one of the order. Or more,” he added. It would’ve been beneficial to catch more than one. The order often traveled in groups, which made them even more difficult to defeat because they quickly grasped different kinds of power used on them. “We could have held them. At least, that was the intention: hold one or more of them, question them, and maybe even learn from them.”

      “If you are going to hold them, you’re going to need to do it in a place that has access to power,” Telluminder said, scratching his chin again. “I’ve been giving it some thought. Everything we have seen about the order and that we know about them… There has been something to it, but that something is difficult, is it not?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” Gavin said.

      “Well, from what I’ve seen, the order learns about power quite quickly. If you’re using any magic, you run the risk of them compromising it. Perhaps there is a way for you to avoid that compromise and see if you can trap them into someplace that is completely unmagical.”

      “The problem is that anywhere nonmagical would require magic to reach, and therefore becomes not useful.”

      Telluminder nodded slowly. “It’s an interesting challenge, isn’t it? Perhaps I will ponder this as well. But that isn’t what brought you here. You are here because you wanted something else.”

      “I need a way of reaching your network.”

      It was part of the reason Gavin had come. He wanted to find out whether Telluminder knew anything about what had happened, or had heard rumblings about Gavin drawing in the order, but it didn’t seem as if he had. That was both good and bad. He would’ve expected that if Telluminder’s network provided access to such things, the man would have peppered him with a different series of questions.

      “I can’t keep making the journey here,” Gavin said. “Not in between everything else that I’m trying to do. Not while trying to counter the order and ensure the safety of those sought by them.”

      “You said there was only one.”

      “Did I?” Gavin said.

      Telluminder regarded him. “You can be as challenging as our mutual friend.”

      Gavin snorted. He had not heard any sign of Jayna in quite some time, and hadn’t even given her any thought—which, now that he considered it, might’ve been a mistake.

      When dealing with the order, unique power mattered. And if there was one thing Gavin knew about Jayna, it was that she had access to a unique kind of power, unique enough that he didn’t think they would be ready for it. At least, not until they were exposed to it for the first time.

      They needed allies.

      He had Imogen, who had her own dangerous power, but one that they might be able to adjust to. He had the rest of the Leier working with her, though several of them had fallen during the last attack. What he needed were other allies. Magical ones.

      Jayna. Eva and the Ashara. Maybe anyone else they might be working with.

      He smiled tightly at Telluminder. “You just gave me an idea.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best thing for you to have,” he said, shaking his head.

      Gavin barked out a laugh. “You know, you’d get along well with my friend Gaspar.”

      “Because I believe you should share more with me?”

      Gavin ignored his question and asked, “Have you heard anything about Jayna?”

      Telluminder frowned. “Not exactly.”

      “That’s not a no.”

      Telluminder sighed, pulled out a small notebook, and set it on the counter. “She’s been a difficult one to keep track of, but I have wanted to. Mostly out of curiosity, but also because I’m concerned for her well-being. The last I heard, she was dealing with some El’aras and helping them with old artifacts.”

      Gavin tried to hide his surprise. She had been dealing with El’aras?

      What kind of thing would she have been doing with that?

      And had Anna known? If she had, she had kept it from Gavin.

      As much as that bothered him, he also understood that there were things he’d been keeping from Anna, so it really shouldn’t surprise him that she would keep things from him. But using Jayna?

      No. Gavin didn’t think that was likely.

      Which meant that other El’aras were involved.

      Strange.

      “From your expression and your lack of response, I can tell you are not certain,” Telluminder said.

      Gavin shrugged. “It’s not anything. Just that I will see what I can dig up.”

      “Very well. If you do uncover anything, please let her know that I have a few items that she might be interested in.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Oh, but it is.”

      Gavin hadn’t gotten what he wanted, though perhaps it didn’t matter. He pulled a small enchantment from his pocket, pressed his own connection through it, traced a pattern that he had come to master, and handed it to Telluminder. “Seeing as how you haven’t been all that helpful to me this time, I’m going to provide this to you. I want you to get a hold of me if you uncover anything. Will you do that much, at least?”

      Telluminder held the enchantment and then glanced to Gavin. Finally, he threw his hands up. “I suppose I could be compelled to provide a little information.”

      “Compelled?”

      “Perhaps convinced? Regardless, I will share anything that might be useful to you.”

      “Thank you,” Gavin said.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, I do have another meeting, and it would be best if you were not here.”

      “You realize that by saying that, I’m going to stand watch.”

      Telluminder sniffed. “And you realize that if you stand watch, the person I’m meeting with will not appear.”

      “Interesting,” Gavin said.

      “I suppose it is, but now, off with you.”

      Gavin hesitated, then headed out. He remained outside the shop for a little while, debating how long he would stare at it, before deciding against lingering too long. Besides, his enchantment had other benefits. He could listen through it, though he wondered if Telluminder would realize that. If he did, so be it.

      Now Gavin had another purpose: find Anna, figure out what she knew about the El’aras that Jayna was working with, and look for Jayna. He needed allies, and he needed anyone who might help fight the order so that he could protect Alana.
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      Jayna Aguelon twisted the ring on her finger. The surface of it was completely smooth, yet it had several striations of color within it—partly white, but partly red from the bloodstone worked into it. She had taken to fidgeting with the ring when distracted, trying to come up with the proper spell needed to summon the kind of power necessary. In this case, Jayna didn’t know what was going to be needed, as the creature standing across from her was unlike anything she’d ever seen before.

      “Any ideas?” she asked, looking over to Eva.

      Eva stood with her hands set outward, the small puncture wounds in her palms bleeding. That blood dripped down to her wrists, which then immediately began to dissipate and turn to smoke that Eva could control. As one of the Ashara, Eva had incredible control over the heat and fire magic that burned through her veins.

      “Nothing in particular,” Eva said. The smoke swirled out, stretching across the ground and layering in a faint blanket.

      The forest around them was dark, with little shafts of light that streamed down. Jayna was tired of fighting in the darkness. Why couldn’t there be a battle in the middle of the day?

      “I’m holding it here,” Jayna said, motioning to the creature across from her, which seemed to be radiating a sense of power that she had to fight against, “but I don’t know how much longer I can. If I hadn’t taken some time and prepared a few spells, I doubt that we would’ve been able to hold it in the first place.”

      Eva said nothing.

      “Would you at least acknowledge me when I share my plan that has gone awry?” Jayna said.

      “I’m sorry. I gather you want some confirmation of your brilliance. Pardon me for not telling you how amazing you are.”

      “That’s more like it,” Jayna said. She focused on the ring. It was little more than a connection to a greater power. At one point, she’d thought she understood what that power was, and thought she had known that she was connecting to something deeper within the world, but over time, Jayna had come to recognize that the power she had access to was merely a fragment of another power. It had taken her a while to realize the truth of it, and over time she had learned how to gather those pieces together.

      She focused through the ring and through herself. She was a sorcerer and had access to a considerable amount of magic, but what she needed now was more than just sorcery.

      Jayna studied the twenty-foot-tall creature in front of them, which was blocky but not made of stone. Instead, it had leathery skin and seemed to be all muscle. Everything that she’d thrown at the creature had reflected back at her, making it hard for her to combat it.

      “Do you think you can use your smoke to hold on to the creature? I’m going to try a different technique to get rid of it.”

      “What if you don’t need to get rid of it?” Eva asked.

      Jayna had already started off, and she paused, twisting the ring again as she looked over to Eva. “We can’t just leave this thing here.”

      The creature, as far as they had been able to tell, had slaughtered an entire herd of deer that had been running through the forest. Something like that was too dangerous to leave roaming freely. It might not be the primary purpose for her journey, but this was part of what she needed to do to feel like she was accomplishing the goals she had set for herself.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Eva said. “This creature is not your responsibility.”

      “Everything here is my responsibility,” Jayna said.

      She pushed a defensive spell around her that was part of a series of spells that were second nature to her. This one she affectionately called the magic ball spell, and there were very few powers that were able to blast through it. It was easy enough to maintain, and as she held on to it now, she could feel some hint of resistance pushing through her that was emanating from the creature. It had magic that seemed to come from it intrinsically, as though it could fight her off without even turning its attention to her.

      And there was something else coming from it—a strange, almost unpleasant presence that continued to push, radiating toward Jayna.

      She used more of her traditional sorcery spells, only this one was shaped something like a snake that slithered and glowed with heat and fire that wrapped around the creature’s legs. She had attempted to hold the creature already and failed.

      “I need your help,” Jayna said without looking over to Eva. Eva would understand the tension in Jayna’s voice as Jayna felt the pressure against her, knowing that there was some power that she needed to counter. The more that she held and constricted, the more she was certain that this power was going to be the key. “I think we finally found the part we’ve been looking for.”

      “You said that the last two times we dealt with creatures like this,” Eva said.

      “And I was almost right.”

      Almost, though she knew that she wasn’t quite right. And Eva had been frustrated by Jayna’s attempt to keep finding the power she believed was there, power that Jayna felt almost certain was out there, but she had never managed to find it.

      “I have the trap ready,” Eva said.

      “I’m going to need you to hold on to it because I’m not sure this is going to be secure enough.”

      “And if it is?”

      “Then you better hope that my lessons have paid off.”

      Eva just grunted.

      Jayna smiled. Her lessons had involved trying to learn sorcery in ways she had only scratched the surface of before. She had relied on brute strength for the most part. When she had first become a Toral, it had been her connection to power that had provided her with what she had needed. Over time, the Toral connection had not been enough, as she had taken on increasingly dangerous threats to the point where she couldn’t rely on brute strength any longer. She had to gain knowledge to go along with her strength. And experience, Jayna knew.

      The experience had been easy. She had encountered plenty of dark creatures, and then dark sorcerers, and then eventually Toral and finally Sul’toral for her to practice on. By facing down each of those successfully, Jayna had grown in her experience and continued to progress in her skill, but she still had to work on knowledge.

      And acquiring that knowledge had taken time she did not have.

      So Jayna did as she often did; she’d cheated a little bit.

      She didn’t like to acknowledge that she had, but she’d borrowed knowledge through the connection she shared with Char. When she had first entered the Academy, she had used a linking spell on her earliest friend there. That had formed a connection between the two of them that had only strengthened over time, becoming something much more, and much more useful. She still wasn’t sure how much Char knew of what she had done, but she suspected that he was at least passively aware of how she borrowed knowledge from him. He had to be.

      And the spell that she prepared now was merely one aspect of the knowledge she borrowed from Char, but also from the Society. Having joined the Society—finally—Jayna had an opportunity to understand aspects of power that had never been available to her. It gave her the ability to know how to modify certain spells, and in this case, the kind of spell she needed to modify was incredibly complex.

      “Hold it,” Jayna said.

      The smoke swirled, forming a funnel around the creature, and the creature seemed to recognize what Eva was doing. As that smoke built around it, the creature started to thrash, battering at Eva’s smoky protections. The Ashara magic was different than sorcery, and it managed to hold, though Jayna didn’t know if there was anything the creature might be able to do to overpower Eva’s magic. There were limitations to all kinds of magic, including the Ashara’s, so it was entirely possible that the creature would be able to overwhelm Eva’s magic and blast its way free.

      “Anytime now, Jayna,” Eva snapped.

      “I need you to create more of a layer around it,” Jayna said.

      “How much more of a layer around it do you need me to make?”

      “This one is going to have to be thick. How much do you think you can form?”

      “In this shape?”

      Jayna looked over. Eva making other shapes was still a new skill for her. As one of the Ashara, she had mastered aspects of shape-shifting, but had not fully come to terms with what that meant for her and how she could do it. For the most part, Eva tended to remain in her human form, though Jayna had a hard time viewing her as anything other than human regardless.

      It felt as if arms wrapped around her, stretching impossibly long, giving the creature some strange hug.

      Then that changed, transforming into something more like wings.

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing,” Jayna said, knowing how difficult this was for Eva. She was not at all sure what kind of shape Eva was trying to take, only that the form was going to be challenging for her as she continued to modify it.

      As that pattern held, Jayna started to try something else. What she needed now was to build a series of protections around the creature, having already placed them, and then layer her spell. She could start from the base, where Eva had swirled the smoke the thickest, but then she had to work its way up and compress through the creature. If she was right…

      Jayna had to hope she was. Stripping this power off was not only challenging but essential. She needed to reunite the fragments.

      The creature continued to thrash. Eva was struggling.

      Jayna stepped forward, and she started her spell. It drew on the power that she had through the Toral ring—the dragon stone, as it was called—and built through her using sorcery, but it also used the connection to the Toral ring, which Jayna had come to learn was essentially just an enchantment that formed a conduit between the ring and another source of power. That source of power was a trapped storehouse of enchanted magic that she needed to reunite entirely in order for this to work.

      She summoned the power, augmented through the bloodstone that strengthened all such magic, and then pushed it out.

      The enchantments that she’d already placed, along with the spell that she’d cast, began to link up and create a series of patterns all around. Jayna placed another set of markings around it as power built.

      Eva’s magic started to fade. Smoke still swirled from her, but it sputtered for a moment as she attempted to try to regain control over her power.

      “Just back away,” Jayna said.

      “You have a hold of it?” Eva asked.

      “I have some hold over it, so back away. I can do this, but I don’t want to worry about the possibility of blasting you.”

      Despite Jayna’s attempt to send Eva away, Eva did as she always did and didn’t listen. Eva ignored her and stepped toward the creature, sending more smoke swirling outward, building around the base of what Jayna had placed. They had already learned that the combination of their two abilities was powerful.

      Jayna could not completely follow what Eva was doing, but she didn’t have to. Eva seemed to sense where she needed to send her smoky power, and as she did, she combined that energy with what Jayna was holding on to and created something that was even more potent.

      It allowed Jayna to continue to pull on her power, sending it sliding up the creature, and then locked it around the creature’s neck. As that took hold, Jayna managed to secure the creature and force its arms out, and then was even able to split her spell to do the same with its legs.

      “Do it quickly,” Eva said, her voice strained.

      “I am doing this deliberately. I have walked through this spell only a few times, and we both know that when I make mistakes with my spells, bad things happen. Considering how close you are to me right now, and given that we both know that the kind of power I might release is dangerous, we should be thankful that I’m not trying to rush through this.”

      Eva grunted. “Hurry it up.”

      Jayna took the spell that she was holding on to, and she pulled it down.

      In doing so, it looked like she was creating little more than a rain shower of magic that she swept down through the creature, as if she were trying to strip the creature apart. Only that wasn’t what she was doing. At least, not really. She was trying to strip the creature down magically, not physically. She didn’t need to kill it.

      As she pulled that power down, there was a buildup, until that faded and drifted into nothingness.

      It left a silvery strand in front of her, which she grabbed. Then, using a layer of her magic ball spell to contain it, she pulled it into her Toral ring. The ring began to constrict around her finger, almost painfully so. But it held, trapping the fragment of power that she had withdrawn.

      When she was done, the creature was still thrashing, but she finally released it. It took one look at Jayna and Eva, who was still radiating her smoky energy, before turning and racing off, leaving the ground trembling.

      “Did it work?” Eva asked when the creature was gone.

      “It worked. I can feel that power.”

      “How many more pieces are there?”

      “I don’t know,” Jayna said, frustration filling her. “I can’t even tell anymore. More than there should be. Something changed.”

      “You’ve been killing Sul’toral.”

      “This is different than even that.”

      She had realized too late that killing off the Sul’toral had released their power into the world. Without a way of containing that power, Jayna had learned that she had contributed to the existence of more dark creatures, though she had taken measures to avoid doing so with each additional Toral defeat.

      “You gathered the fragment, did you not?” Eva asked.

      Jayna nodded. “I did.”

      “Can you feel him?”

      “He’s still there, at least in some aspect, but he’s been quiet.”

      “Then we keep looking,” Eva said.

      Jayna glanced down at her ring, twisting it again.

      She had believed that she was connected to a Sul’toral, but had feared what that meant. Over time, she’d come to learn that it was not a Sul’toral that she had connected to at all, but merely power. The one that she had known as Ceran had been some part of that power, yet she had been trying to piece that back together for as long as she’d been chasing him, hoping that in doing so, she could rebuild him in some way. Not only had the other Sul’toral and their Toral servants imprisoned Ceran, but they had shattered what part of him had remained.

      Jayna had gathered only a dozen pieces, and she believed that there were another two or three dozen remaining. Until she collected more, she was going to search, hunt for what remained, and hope that she could find other answers.

      In the meantime, she would cut down any Sul’toral that got in her way. And she would take that fragment and add it to the others, strengthening herself. She had learned that secret from them, and it had made her stronger—certainly strong enough to take on creatures like this, and strong enough that she could reunite Ceran.

      “Jayna?” Eva said, her voice soft.

      “What’s that?”

      “I need a fire. And a drink.”

      “You always need a drink,” Jayna said.

      “Well, then it should come as no surprise that I need both. Get us out of here.”

      “You’re the Ashara.”

      “Tired,” Eva said, and she started to sink to the ground. Jayna was there before she managed to stumble, and she caught her, holding her upright.

      Eva was more than just tired.

      Jayna cursed herself. She had seen just how much Eva had expended, and had not even thought about trying to help her.

      She held on to Eva, and then with a burst of power, she crafted an enchantment that would carry them out of the forest and back to their hideout.

      Once she settled Eva onto the back of the flying enchantment, she latched her to it with another burst of power, and they took off. They hadn’t gone far before Jayna looked down and saw the creature lumbering off in the distance, heading north. How many others like that were there?

      How many more fragments had reached creatures like that?

      At least she could strip those fragments off.

      If there came a time when she couldn’t… That was her real fear.
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      An undercurrent of energy called to Gavin.

      He wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that he felt a stir of power that called to him, and he began to wonder if what he detected was useful anyway. The problem for him, as he saw it, was that some of the energy he detected was tied to the protections that were placed around Yoran. Gavin was close to the city, and maybe it was too close.

      He tapped on the communication enchantment to trigger it. “I’m going to check on a few things,” he said through it to Wrenlow and Gaspar.

      “You should have company,” Gaspar said.

      “I’m not sure that I need any company,” Gavin replied, though maybe he did.

      With everything he had been dealing with, and with what he had started to detect, Gavin was left with questions about just what it was that he did need. Perhaps having somebody alongside him would be helpful. He tried not to think about what all he would need to do. He did not know if what he was doing, or the way he was doing it, would make much of a difference, but there were times when he needed to stop trying to do things on his own.

      “Fine,” he eventually said.

      The sudden shift seemed to catch Gaspar off guard, and there was a long pause before anyone spoke again.

      “You aren’t going to argue with me?” Gaspar said.

      “Don’t figure that it makes much of a difference,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar grunted. “I don’t know if you’re learning, growing, or just playing with me, but whatever it is, I don’t suppose it matters either.”

      Gavin chuckled. “Probably not. Get out here.”

      It didn’t take all that long for Gaspar to join him, as he had access to enchanted golems that let him move quickly. He came streaking out of the city atop his stone wolf, slowing as he neared. Gavin wondered how Gaspar had known where to find him, as he hadn’t said anything about where he was, but he suspected that there had to be something to the golem that permitted it. He was not sure of the technique that was used in making them, though there did seem to be a connection between those golems, allowing them to function much more effectively than he would have otherwise expected.

      Gaspar hopped off, tapped on the golem’s back, and then slipped the enchantment into his pocket once it was compressed. “I imagine you’re planning on taking that dragon of yours.”

      “I’m just looking,” Gavin said. “While looking for Jayna, I figure we need to track down any evidence of the order and find out what they’re doing before they have an opportunity to go after Alana.”

      “I agree. That’s why I’m here.”

      Gavin frowned at that. “That is?”

      “You didn’t think I wanted something to happen to the girl, did you?”

      Gavin knew that Gaspar wouldn’t, so he just shrugged. He focused on his connection to the dragon and called it to him.

      The dragon soon came speeding toward him. He didn’t know where the dragon had been, though as it came closer and closer, and as he was able to feel the energy coming from it, he started to recognize that it was swirling toward him with an increasing speed. He still wondered if the dragon was drawing power off him—he wasn’t entirely sure that it wasn’t—and didn’t know how much of it was simply power that the dragon stored. Over time, he had struggled to learn whether it was one or the other. And to be honest, there was no real need to know.

      When the dragon landed, he hopped onto its back, though Gaspar did so a little more slowly than Gavin, tentatively climbing on, and then was quiet as they hurriedly took to the air. Only once they were circling did Gaspar speak again.

      “Something’s got you.”

      “It’s just all of this,” Gavin said, gesturing vaguely. “I figure that I need to try to find out more so that we can make sense of what the order is after. It has to be tied to Alana in some way, but they haven’t made another run at us.”

      Gaspar started laughing. Gavin heard as much through the enchantment as he heard from the man behind him.

      Gavin looked over his shoulder at him. “What is it?”

      “Well, it’s you. Can’t say that I have ever worried about somebody not attacking.”

      “It’s not so much that I’m concerned about the lack of an attack, it’s more that I’m concerned about why they haven’t attacked. It’s a little unusual.”

      Gaspar frowned. “I suppose that is the case.”

      “And it seems like we should try to figure out why, and what it is that they might be doing. If they aren’t attacking us, well, they’re still after something.”

      Gaspar was silent for a moment. “I don’t suppose you have picked up on anything?”

      “Not easily.”

      Gavin had been searching, trying to detect anything that would help him, but all he picked up on was a sense of quiet. And it was that quiet that troubled him to a certain extent.

      As they circled above Yoran, Gavin looked down, testing whether anything there would trigger for him, but he came up with nothing. The emptiness should reassure him.

      He motioned to the dragon, and unsurprisingly, it recognized what he wanted and began to create a larger loop, circling ever farther away.

      “How do you propose to find them?” Gaspar asked.

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said softly. “We just look.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Just look, but there’s always the possibility that you won’t find anything.”

      “A likelihood, not just a possibility. Especially given that I suspect they traveled by folding.”

      “What if they are hanging out in that space in between?”

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said. “I suppose that’s a possibility.”

      “If you ask me, it’s more than just a possibility. Seems like it would be likely.”

      “Are you mimicking me?” Gaspar shrugged. “Then fine. Maybe.”

      And if that’s what the order was doing, he didn’t care for that either.

      They continued circling, sweeping out wider and wider, and then he noticed something faint. It was far from them, beyond lands they had normally traveled to, and north of Imogen’s old homeland.

      Gavin hadn’t spent much time there, but then, he hadn’t spent much time in many places. He had known that there was danger in doing so, so he had been cautious about exploring, partly because he had wanted to make sure he had help anywhere he went.

      The dragon guided them, and they headed out over mountains and then beyond, sweeping ever higher. The air thinned, and there was an undercurrent of energy that crackled around him. From that…

      From that, Gavin picked up on something else.

      There was pressure here.

      He had no idea what this was, only that it seemed to be at the edge of the mountains. Beneath them, the landscape had an emptiness to it, as if a forest had once existed here and had been cleared. He wasn’t sure what to make of that, and didn’t know if he should have been able to pick up on anything, but it did seem to ring with power.

      “Do your enchantments tell you anything?” he asked Gaspar.

      “The enchantments don’t tell me much here.”

      “I need to check on something. You might need to stay with the dragon.”

      “Don’t you go—”

      Gavin didn’t give him an opportunity to finish. He simply jumped from the dragon’s back.

      There was a time when he would’ve been concerned about doing that, when he would have feared risking himself by jumping and having no idea whether that jump would lead him to his demise, but now he knew how to follow Leier patterns. He flew using the lightning pattern, then shifted into one that allowed him to swirl in the air until he came to land on the ground.

      He did so with more force than he had intended.

      He braced himself as he crashed, focusing on his power and solidifying something inside of him to ensure that he didn’t get crushed under the sudden force. It was similar to what he did when he wore enchantments, though this stone skin was unlike what he had using enchantments.

      Gavin felt pressure again, but he couldn’t tell the source of it.

      He was in the ruins of an old city. The buildings all around him looked as if they had toppled over centuries ago, but some walls remained, and ivy-covered ones that still stood. Not only that, but he noticed colorful marks on some of the stone that reminded him of Nelar.

      That was odd, and a bit surprising.

      The air hung with an energy that seemed as if it were pushing through him, and building in a way that made it feel like there was a certain power that was familiar somehow.

      Why would that be the case?

      He hurriedly probed, testing for bralinath power, but even as he did, Gavin didn’t find anything there. He recognized that some energy had to be here, but it seemed to come from himself more than anything else.

      He released that.

      Overhead, the dragon cried out. He heard the crackle of his enchantment, and then Gaspar’s voice.

      “What is it, boy?”

      “It’s probably nothing. I don’t—”

      Gavin didn’t have an opportunity to finish.

      There was a surge, and then folding. The air rippled everywhere around him as something began to build.

      People suddenly appeared.

      He froze in place, having no idea what had just happened.

      “The order,” Gavin managed to say as he reached for his blade.

      He was surrounded by seven of the order. One of them was taller than the rest, with a bald head and eyes that seemed to fade into a bit of silver, which worried Gavin, given what he knew about Porapeth power. The man was dressed differently as well, in black and gray that clung to him. He was unarmed, though Gavin knew that mattered very little. The rest of the order were dressed all in a light gray, almost white, though the shadows of the overcast sky made the color seem darker than it was.

      The man took a step toward Gavin, and a bizarre, almost dark smile tugged at his lips. “The Chain Breaker. I have heard so much about you.”

      “Oh?” Gavin said, trying to brace himself, and trying to get his mind ready even as he was struggling with trying to make sense of all of this. “I’m afraid Tenender didn’t say anything about you.”

      At the mention of Tenender, the man’s lips curled slightly. “My name is Arinath. I am the head of the order as it currently exists.”

      “As it currently exists. Which means that what I’ve been doing has been splintering your order.”

      Arinath’s smile tightened. “Unfortunately,” he said, his voice sounding more like a raspy whisper. “But you have also helped us understand our weaknesses. I suppose I should thank you for that, as you have helped us identify the nature of the issues we are facing.”

      “Have I? Well, it hasn’t been my intention to help the order in any way. In fact, I would much rather not help you.”

      Arinath frowned. “Of course you would not.”

      Gavin swept his gaze around at the others. “You are here for something.”

      He could feel power here, but it was faint.

      What kind of power was it? This was a strange place for anybody to come to.

      “You have been quite troublesome,” Arinath said. “You could work with us, you know. We would benefit from a collaboration rather than this antagonistic rapport.”

      Gavin immediately didn’t like this guy.

      He held his blade at the ready, focusing on the deep energies of his core reserves, along with what came from his bralinath power. And as he did, he continued to focus on whether there was anything else he might be able to find and draw power from.

      Unfortunately, he could not.

      He didn’t know what this other energy was, nor did he know why it seemed as if it triggered something for him.

      “I’m going to have to pass. I don’t think that what you have to offer is anything I have any interest in. So—”

      Before Gavin had a chance to say more, he began to feel the energy shift.

      It was different.

      It was familiar.

      Not El’aras, which had been his concern, especially since he had noticed a connection to it, though he wasn’t sure why.

      So far, this Arinath had not mentioned anything about Alana.

      What did that mean? Better yet, what did they intend to do with her?

      He kept hoping that he would learn or see something that would help him understand why they had come after Alana, but more than that, he hoped that he would find an answer as to whether they were going to attack her.

      Tenender had sought her, after all.

      “Your attempt at power is mistaken,” Arinath said.

      “Is it?”

      “Oh, quite. I would think that you would have an understanding of what you’ve been doing and how you have made a mistake, but sadly, you seem as if you will be too belligerent. That is quite a shame. As I said, we could work together.”

      Gavin scoffed. “I don’t get the feeling that your kind of ‘working together’ is the kind I want anything to do with.”

      “Because of how you perceive the world,” Arinath said. “That is the challenge of the Chain Breaker, is it not?”

      “Is it a challenge?”

      “It seems as if it is. You think that we must battle, when we can be allies.”

      “Allies? I’m not sure about that, especially given what you did to one of my friends.”

      Arinath’s brow furrowed in confusion, and Gavin worried that he’d said too much.

      Did they not know about Alana?

      He had been concerned about what they had tried to do to her and what they might continue to do. But what if they weren’t really after her?

      Gods, but he hated this not knowing. Gavin was getting tired of this. But more than that, he was worried about what they might do now, and the reason they were chatting with him.

      Not they. Just this Arinath.

      Until he had an answer and a sense of understanding, he wasn’t sure it was safe for him to continue to communicate.

      He tapped on his enchantment. “Gaspar?”

      He feared that they might’ve tried to isolate him and prevent him from hearing Gaspar, but thankfully, there was a sound on the other end.

      A surge came through the enchantment, and then Gaspar said, “I’m here, boy. What is it?”

      “We’ve got the order. I’m reluctant to use my power on them because… well, because, you know.”

      Gaspar didn’t say anything, though Gavin didn’t need for him to, as both of them understood the danger in revealing what they could do. There was the very real possibility that the order would be able to detect his use of power, and might even have some way of neutralizing it. That was Gavin’s real concern.

      “I understand,” Gaspar said. “Give me just a minute. Got to try to figure out how to call this creature.”

      “Oh, don’t call it that,” Gavin said.

      As soon as he said it, he felt the power from the order begin to collapse inward.

      He wasn’t exactly sure what it was that he felt, only that the energy that was there was starting to rise, causing a distinct pressure on him, and it was more than a little uncomfortable.

      He felt for his power, and then he readied himself.

      “This has been a nice talk,” Gavin said to Arinath, “but seeing as how I don’t like the numbers, I am going to leave.”

      “Must you have numbers, Chain Breaker?”

      “Well, I think it’s probably easier for me.”

      He was tempted to use the lightning pattern to shoot up into the air, but he hesitated.

      Instead of doing that, he waited.

      He felt the dragon as it circled, sweeping toward him.

      And then he felt a burst of energy. It came from the order.

      That power collapsed inward again, squeezing.

      Folding?

      Some aspect of it felt similar to that folding kind of power, and it was doing so with enough energy that Gavin knew he was going to have to be careful, since he worried about what would happen if they were to succeed in crushing him.

      He decided to take a risk anyway.

      With a burst of energy, he streaked upward toward the dragon and managed to get free.

      He circled only a moment before the power suddenly dispersed.

      Then they were left alone.

      “Well, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      “Something isn’t quite right,” Gavin said. “I thought they were after Alana, but this Arinath…” He explained who he was dealing with. “He didn’t seem to know anything about her. So now I don’t know.”

      “If it’s not that, then what are they after?”

      “I have no idea. But I’m afraid we’re going to have to find out.”
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      The city was quiet. Gavin always appreciated that about Yoran, knowing that the bustle and commotion tended to be concentrated during daylight hours, but once night came, a peacefulness fell over the entirety of the city. It had served him well when he had been doing less-than-reputable tasks. As he had since come to see himself as something akin to a protector of the city, it now served a different purpose for him. Feeling the silence reassured him that all was well.

      He had ridden the dragon back to Yoran, staying low and circling above the landscape to give him a better vantage of potential dangers. He had found himself watching more cautiously than he ever had before, though if the order was going to attack, Gavin didn’t think he would have any forewarning. It was different than when he had once feared the Society and other threats, because they, at least, had to come by ground. This was something else, and had proven to be far more dangerous.

      Thankfully, Gavin didn’t see any sign of the order, though he didn’t really expect to. They knew where he was. If the order wanted to take him on, it seemed to him that it would be easy enough for them to. Either they viewed him as a threat, or the simple fact that he had created protections around the city and had allies willing to assist in those protections had given them pause to keep them from attacking.

      A few people marched along the perimeter. As Gavin brought the dragon down to land, they looked over to him, not alarmed by his appearance. Most people within Yoran had come to know Gavin and the dragon, and very few were afraid of his comings and goings these days. It was probably for the best, as he wasn’t going to change his habits, nor was he going to stop using the dragon, which had proven to be the fastest means of transportation. At least, it was the fastest until Gavin learned how to travel within his own realm by folding himself the way the order did, a technique that he had hoped he might learn from Chauvan before he’d been killed. He could transition between realms, but not travel from one place to another. If only he could.

      When he jumped down, the dragon immediately took off. It was moving to patrol, Gavin assumed, though there was the possibility that it would go and hunt, despite the fact that it was not truly a living creature.

      One of the soldiers stepped toward him, and Gavin recognized the Leier man and gave him a polite nod. He hadn’t expected the Leier to be part of the patrol, but then, he had been the one to help coordinate the protections of the city, bringing together the various factions that were involved, so why shouldn’t they be working with one another?

      “The First thought you might be returning late,” Jorend said, tipping his head ever so subtly to Gavin. It was a marker of respect, but only the slightest of one. Gavin had seen Jorend bow much more deeply to Imogen.

      “Any movement?”

      “Nothing so far, Chain Breaker.” Jorend smirked as he said it.

      He was tall for a Leier, and muscular, and he had a hard edge to him that was not unique to Jorend, or even Imogen. Most of the Leier had a hardness to them. Gavin guessed that came from how they were raised and the training they endured in the years they spent learning how to fight, no differently than the time he had spent learning to fight when he was younger.

      There were several others patrolling with Jorend, but not all of them were Leier. Or maybe they were. Gavin wasn’t sure about what to call those who used magic among the Leier. The Leier themselves referred to them as shamans, but they were sorcerers, or near enough. They were skilled, in fact. In some regard, Gavin would have considered them more capable than most of the Society, not because they had the breadth of knowledge that those in the Society possessed, but because their ability was potent.

      Even now, he could feel power coming off several of the shamans, even though he couldn’t tell what they were doing with that power, nor could he tell whether they were creating enchantments or simply layering protections. It was a constant thing for them, though. The shamans, along with those of the Society who had come to Yoran, continued to add measures of defenses around the city, moving them outward as the city kept expanding with more and more people who came to stay inside its borders.

      “The rumor is that you were going to try to draw them into a trap,” Jorend said.

      “Was that the rumor?” Gavin asked, shrugging.

      “That’s what the First said.”

      Gavin snorted. He should’ve known better. Of course Imogen would reveal to Jorend, her second-in-command, what Gavin was doing. And he shouldn’t even be concerned about that. Given what he had intended and how he had hoped to draw out some of the order, there had been a need for them to be ready for the possibility of a counterattack.

      In fact, Gavin should have probably come back to the city right away, on the possibility that something had happened. That nothing had was reassuring, but he didn’t know if it was more by chance, or more because they were not ready to bring the attack to Yoran quite yet. Either that, or they feared the preparations he had made. There were other places that were much like the last Gavin had erected, ensuring that if the order were to bring their assault to the city, others here would be prepared to crush them under the weight of the folding technique Alana possessed.

      “I didn’t get what I was hoping for,” Gavin said.

      “They will eventually succumb to us.”

      “That’s the hope.” He looked up. “Where is the First?”

      “The usual,” Jorend said. He shook his head slightly, and there was a rueful smile on his face. “She gave me the command for the night.”

      “Which means you are worthy,” Gavin said.

      “I still question that. She tells me I have fully mastered all of the sacred patterns now.” He said it with less arrogance than Gavin suspected that somebody like Jorend once would have.

      Maybe knowing that Imogen and Gavin both were masters of all the sacred patterns had humbled Jorend, or perhaps it was merely a matter of realizing that the sacred patterns did not offer the same protection they had hoped for. Whatever it was, Gavin found that he appreciated that about Jorend more than he had anticipated.

      “If you’d ever want to spar, I’d be open to it,” Gavin said.

      Jorend stiffened. “When I was younger, still learning the blade as little more than a Second, I always pushed myself to find opportunities to learn from those better than me. Cocky, I suppose.”

      “Fighting those with more skill is how you learn.”

      He wasn’t sure what Jorend was implying here, though. Was he suggesting that Gavin did not have more skill than him? Perhaps that was true, as he had not ever tested himself against Jorend. And in fact, he had needed to test himself against Imogen again.

      When he’d first met Imogen, he had known her capable, but she had become so much more than just capable. With her Porapeth gift, now she could anticipate what he could do, and could probably even use that in ways Gavin couldn’t predict. He might have the benefit of the El’aras power, the bralinath gift, but it wasn’t a guarantee that it would be enough to help him, especially as her understanding of what she could do with her Porapeth gift continued to change her.

      “That is what I did when I first started learning, as well,” Gavin said.

      “But there is something to be said about pushing yourself against somebody who is so much greater than you,” Jorend said, his voice dropping off a little bit. “I don’t view myself as a rival to the First.”

      “I’m sure she is pleased.”

      “That’s just it. I think she wants somebody to challenge to her.”

      “She and I have sparred,” Gavin said.

      “Have you beaten her?”

      There was tension in the question.

      “Not recently. The last time I sparred with her and got the best of her was before she left and returned to her people. Since then, it’s been more or less even.”

      Even then, he wasn’t sure if she had pushed him as much as she was capable. In fact, Gavin doubted that she had. She was at least his equal, if not his better.

      “I see,” Jorend said. “Well, perhaps I could learn something from you. Your technique might be different enough that it will give me an edge the next time I spar with the First.”

      “And how often is that?” Gavin asked.

      “I rarely get the nerve to these days.”

      “I thought you said you wanted to push yourself against somebody better than you.”

      “I do, but one must also prepare for such times. And I have come to realize that there are certain situations I need to be better prepared for.” He looked over to where the Leier were moving away from Gavin and Jorend. “Have a good evening, Chain Breaker.” He bowed, still slightly, and then drifted off toward the others.

      Gavin walked along the perimeter, testing the enchantments himself, feeling the way they influenced his core reserves. As that power flooded over him, he was aware of the occasional surge of power, as if he were activating some defense mechanism. Each time he felt it, he hesitated, testing whether there was anything he might need to solidify, but he never detected anything else.

      There were different kinds of power here. For the most part, Gavin was aware of power that came from enchantments and sorcery—whether from the Society or from the shamans, it didn’t matter—and yet there were other elements within it.

      Layered within were the kinds of power that Gavin was familiar with. It was faint and subtle. El’aras power added to what was here, complementing it but not modifying it.

      Once he was comfortable with the protections, he made his way into the city and found a series of markings on the ground and some even on the buildings. Some of these were new, and many of them were enchanted. The council had ensured that all of the different factions within Yoran worked together to provide protections.

      Learning that Imogen was at the Dragon, Gavin was tempted to go there, as he guessed that Gaspar, and possibly even Wrenlow and others, were also there, but he had another task that needed to be done. Once he completed that, only then could Gavin relax with a mug of ale.

      For now, he needed to go and have words with Anna. He had to understand whether she knew anything about Jayna working with the El’aras, along with why she might have kept that from him.

      He made his way through the streets, passing a few people who were out and about. Most people did not even look at him askance. The city was safe. Despite all of the dangers and all of the attacks, having the power that had been used to coordinate the defenses around the city had offered protection that the people here had not had before.

      When Gavin had first come to Yoran, magic had been outlawed. There had been no sense of power within the city. It was something he had appreciated at the time, and even now, he still wasn’t entirely sure that the resurgence of magic was for the best, at least not for the average person. There were far too many people within the city who did not have the ability to use or understand the powers that were here.

      Which was why it was helpful that there were others like him—the Leier, with Imogen leading them, and even Davel Chan, who had proven himself a worthy man to organize the city’s defenses. The various connections added layers of protection throughout Yoran, and they provided checks and balances to make sure that others did not assume authority that was not meant for them.

      The El’aras had come to occupy an older section of the city that had once been theirs, and now was again. The stonework had started to fade and crack over time, but in the weeks and months since the El’aras had returned to Yoran, their stonemasons had begun to resurrect some of the old buildings.

      It made this part of the city far lovelier than it had been before. Faded gray rock had been washed and brightened so that now it gleamed, practically glowing in the daylight. At night, the hint of moonlight that streamed down did make it glow, but not with the same intensity.

      He walked past several clusters of El’aras. He didn’t know many of the people here. Gavin had not stayed with them or trained with them long enough to really get to know them, but that didn’t change that they viewed him in various ways. Some saw him as the Champion. Regardless of what they might have learned about the prophecy and Gavin’s role with it, there were still some who questioned what it meant for the Champion to be among them. Because they all followed the Shard, there were many who did not know what was involved for him to take on the role he had.

      A pair of guards flanked the entrance to the main El’aras complex, a two-story building made of white stone, and blocked his access. He recognized them, which had become increasingly uncommon as more and more El’aras had come to the city.

      “I’m here to see Anna,” Gavin said, nodding politely to Charisse.

      She always gave him a look of skepticism that he had come to ignore, partly because he wasn’t entirely sure he could do anything else. He wasn’t going to fight her, though every so often she would tense up, reach for her sword, and give off the energy and the appearance that she wanted nothing more than to do battle with him. It would be amusing were it not so much of an issue for him.

      “The Shard is preoccupied at the moment,” Charisse said.

      “I only have a simple question for her.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Gavin Lorren,” she said, following Anna in using his full name, as many of the El’aras had taken to doing, “but she is unavailable. Even to you.”

      Gavin frowned. “Even to me?”

      “Normally you would be permitted entry. Not at this time.”

      “Then tell her I will try to reach her through the enchantment,” he said, though he had already done that and not had any success. When it came to Anna listening to the enchantment, these days it was not as consistent as it once had been, so Gavin wasn’t sure if that was tied to something he had done, or something she had done. Or perhaps it was merely a matter of her having no interest in listening, and ignoring him when he tried to reach her. “But I really do have a simple question for her.”

      Charisse nodded and then straightened, positioning herself in a way that looked like she would block him from trying to enter, as if he were going to fight his way in.

      Gavin sighed. He had no interest in that, and certainly not against somebody like Charisse, who he suspected would be a formidable opponent.

      He dipped his head to the other El’aras, an older man by the name of Walthen, who reminded him of Thomas. The El’aras did not age the way humans did, something that Gavin had not yet fully wrapped his mind around, but they did gradually age. Somebody who looked like Walthen was probably several centuries old.

      Gavin hesitated a moment, then backed away and slipped down a nearby alley. He climbed a building and crouched, looking down. They wanted to keep him from Anna, but he needed to get information about Jayna, so he might as well sit and scout. He was not above doing the dirty work that was necessary. If it helped him figure out what was going on and what the El’aras had been involved in, then he would do it.

      Despite that, he still wanted nothing more than to go to the Dragon and have a mug of ale. It didn’t help that every so often Gaspar would pipe up through his enchantment, wondering where he was, but Gavin had to ignore it, not wanting to add noise. If there was one thing the El’aras would pick up on, it would be that.

      And so he took the enchantment out, tucked it into his pocket, and watched the El’aras building for Anna, focusing on remaining vigilant.
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      Heat radiated from the crackling flames. Jayna was tired, and sitting in front of a warm fire was probably the last thing that she wanted to do, but Eva had been exerting herself far more than she probably should have been over the last few weeks. Each time they encountered a dark creature twisted by one of those fragments, Eva pushed herself. She never said anything other than that she needed to help Jayna, but Jayna had a sneaking suspicion that there was a reason Eva had chosen to use as much power as she had—by doing so, Eva thought she might be able to call on something greater, as if tapping into something more.

      And she probably was.

      Jayna wasn’t the only one connected to some other powerful entity. Eva had been as well. And having saved that power, releasing it from the prison realm where she had been with the Chain Breaker, Jayna thought there might be some part of Eva that would change. The only real change had been that Eva had come to believe that she was tied to more power than she ever had been before. So far, Jayna hadn’t seen anything to suggest that was the case, but she wasn’t going to tell Eva that. Every time Eva pushed herself, she exhibited nearly the same amount of power. While it was immense and incredible, there were limits. And each time Eva did it, it seemed as if she was trying to push against those limits.

      The room was cozy, as were the decorations in it. They had a pair of comfortable chairs, the flames dancing in the hearth, and a bottle of wine and two partially filled glasses resting on the table between them.

      Jayna lifted her glass and took a small sip. It was not nearly as tasty as the vintage she once had drank while working for the king in Ishan, but it wasn’t terrible. It had an oaky flavor to it, along with a bit of sharp berry, which she knew Eva appreciated, though Eva had stopped commenting on the quality of the wine ever since they’d left the city. There had been a time where she had been complaining almost constantly about the quality of the wine that Jayna had managed to acquire. Jayna kept reminding her that it was a good thing that she was able to get a hold of any wine all the way out here. They were too isolated and remote.

      “How do you feel?” she asked.

      Eva looked up. Her eyes were slightly hazy, and there was a hint of smoke slowly swirling in the back of them. The smoke carried a little of the energy that lingered there, telling Jayna that Eva was struggled to recuperate.

      “I think I feel like I battered my head against a tree today,” Eva said.

      “Those mountain monsters are pretty hard to bring down,” Jayna said, using the term they had coined for them. Neither of them knew what those creatures were actually called, only that they were built out of stone and towered at least a hundred feet tall.

      “That’s the third one that had a fragment of him.”

      “Well, we know that the fragments are drawn to power.”

      “Or the power draws the fragments. I haven’t been able to decide which I think it is,” Eva said, sitting upright and taking a long drink from the bottle of wine. Her eyes looked clearer, but it wasn’t the wine so much as it was the fire. As an Ashara, Eva recuperated through the heat and energy of the flames. The hotter the better, which was why Jayna was miserable, but she would do it for Eva’s benefit.

      “Maybe both,” Jayna said. “We’ve been trying to figure out how to gather these fragments without putting too much in danger, but…”

      “It’s getting harder,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded and took another sip of her wine. “Definitely harder.”

      “What do your sources tell you?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Jayna said.

      Eva turned to her, and a bit of a glow from the fire reflected in her eyes. At least, Jayna believed that glow was from the fire. She didn’t think that Eva’s eyes were burning, but maybe she was wrong. Perhaps there was a flame in the back of her eyes that carried some of that power and reflected from there.

      “I’m in this,” Eva said.

      “I know you are.”

      “Don’t think you need to protect me from it.”

      Jayna opened her mouth to argue, but then she clamped it shut again. She knew better than to contest that with Eva. That was the very thing she had been doing, of course. And Eva, being Eva, knew it.

      “I’m just trying to make sure you can recover. That’s all I need to do, you know. You’re my friend, after all.”

      Eva shook her head. “This has nothing to do with being friends. This has everything to do with you trying to protect me and not needing to.”

      Jayna looked over to the fire, and she hurriedly created the pattern that would augment it, getting it to burn hotter. She knew plenty of spells that would create light without heat, but for Eva’s benefit, she needed both light and heat. Well, maybe just the heat. Jayna didn’t know if the light was also necessary.

      Eva glanced over. “You can’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “It has to be natural.”

      “I’m just trying to help.”

      “Then get up and throw a couple of logs in the fire,” Eva snapped.

      Jayna laughed, getting to her feet and heading over to grab an armful of logs, which she dutifully tossed onto the fire. Considering the power that burned there, the flames greedily consumed those logs in no time. Jayna stood back, not wanting to get blasted by the furnace of heat, and took a seat next to Eva once again.

      “How is that?” Jayna asked.

      “Better,” Eva said softly. She breathed out slowly. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know how you get.”

      “I’m tired.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence. As they did, Jayna had the distant sense of Char in the back of her mind. She had long ago learned how to mute him, but she recognized his insistent concern. She was tempted to reach out to him using the connection from the linking spell, but if she were to do that, she risked having Char, or others of the Society, come out here to help. This was something that Jayna needed to do on her own. Not only because she felt as if she owed it to Ceran, but because she feared what would happen if these fragments were drawn to one of the sorcerers. They didn’t need more darkness entering the world of the Society. She had worked with the rest of the Society, including Char, to try to expunge as much of that power as she could, so now she wanted to keep it from returning.

      “You never answered,” Eva said.

      “I never answered,” Jayna agreed.

      “Well?”

      “I’ve got another list of locations.”

      “Are they sure about them?” Eva asked.

      “As sure as they can be,” Jayna said.

      “Then they are sure.”

      Jayna looked over but didn’t say anything more. Eva’s natural inclination was to disbelieve the El’aras. She was better than most of the Ashara that Jayna had come to know, but she still had some trepidation about them. Eva had lost many of her memories during a Sul’toral attack, and during the process of regaining those memories, she had slowly begun to revert to the way that more and more of the Ashara behaved, to the point where she acted much like Asaran and the others now. Still, Eva preferred to spend time with Jayna rather than leaving with the rest of the Ashara, which gave Jayna hope that she could find a way to get Eva and the other Ashara to work together with the El’aras. At least, that was Jayna’s hope, though she had not been able to tell whether it would even be possible.

      “I’m sure they are sure,” Jayna said with a smile.

      Eva grunted. “I know I’ve been a pain in the ass with them.”

      “What? Whoever said that?”

      Eva tipped the bottle back, taking another long drink before setting it down on the table between them. “You don’t need to argue so vehemently.”

      “Oh, I definitely wouldn’t argue with you.”

      “It’s just that they seem to know these locations quite well.”

      “These are their lands,” Jayna said.

      “I realize that.”

      “And they have other ways of looking.”

      Jayna wasn’t entirely sure what that was, only that the El’aras that she’d been working with had told her that they had other techniques they could utilize. She wasn’t aware of what that involved, only that there were elements that she needed to better understand, and yet did not understand.

      “What happens when they run out of targets?” Eva asked.

      “Then we begin our own search.”

      “And if we fail?”

      Jayna didn’t want to tell her, but she wasn’t going to be terribly surprised if they failed looking on their own. But each fragment they found made Jayna a little more confident in their quest. Additionally, as those fragments started to come together, building within the enchantment formed by the Toral ring, Jayna began to feel some sort of trembling, as if it were calling her in a way. She wasn’t sure quite what that was, only that it seemed to be drawing on her. And yet, she feared where it would guide her.

      Eventually, Eva fell asleep. Jayna threw a few more logs in the fire before heading outside the small cabin and closing the door tightly behind her. Smoke drifted up the chimney, filling the cabin with its fragrance, but she had created a shield around the entirety of the cabin, along with the clearing, so that even that bit of smoke would not be visible from a distance. She hoped it would hold and that nobody outside the perimeter she had established would be able to see her or what she had done, but Jayna didn’t know if it worked.

      She stood at the threshold for a little bit, breathing in the forest air and listening to the sounds around her. It was quiet, the kind of quiet that dusk provided, and carried with it the soft, somber silence of the forest itself.

      It was peaceful as well. She had come to appreciate this place. It was so different than the cities she had stayed in throughout the time that she and Eva had been traveling together, but now that she had a different quest—one that she felt very purpose driven to follow—Jayna couldn’t help but feel like there was something she could find out here.

      She was tired, though. She didn’t want to tell Eva that, as she didn’t feel like it was fair to. Eva had been working so hard, risking so much, that Jayna wanted to protect her as much as she could.

      She pulled an enchantment out of her pocket and traced her finger along the surface. It looked like a wooden coin, etched with a series of different symbols on it, and she had learned how to augment the enchantment so it could communicate over greater distances. Once she tapped on it, she leaned close and whispered into it.

      “Topher?”

      Topher was a friend of hers and Eva’s back in Nelar. They had left him behind a long time ago to let him find his own way, as he had increasingly needed to do so. He had grown in skill, and now he had taken a more important position within the city—one that Jayna found herself surprised that he fit so well.

      There was no response, so she started to put the coin away, but his voice soon drifted through the enchantment.

      “Jayna?” Topher wasn’t able to hide the surprise from his voice, and Jayna found herself smiling in response.

      “Hey there, Topher,” Jayna said, taking a seat on a log at the edge of the clearing and looking into the trees. “I just wanted to hear a familiar voice.”

      “Did something happen to Eva?”

      “No. Oh, she’s been pushing herself, as you know she’s bound to do, but nothing happened to her.”

      Topher was quiet again, and she listened to the soft chirping of insects. Sometimes the communication enchantment took time for their voices to pass over great distances. Jayna had learned to deal with that. She had tried to modify it to help her reach across those distances, but she wasn’t sure she had changed the enchantment much, or whether it had been Topher who had changed the enchantment the most. He had a very specific skill with magic that was highly specialized, and Jayna had to work at it to even have any semblance of his power and ability.

      “That’s good,” he said. “I’ve been worried about you. It’s so quiet here in Nelar.”

      “I suppose that’s good.”

      “Usually. Any news?”

      “We are getting closer,” Jayna said.

      “That means you will return?”

      The optimism in his voice left her feeling a bit sad. She had never had the heart to tell Topher that she wasn’t sure they would ever be able to return to Nelar. It had become a place of comfort for her, but even when she had still been traveling with him, they had left the city behind. Jayna had needed to in order to find more information about the Sul’toral and their effect on the Society, and for her to not only overthrow them, but also defeat the Fates that had actually been Sul’toral hiding within the Society. It had been part of her pursuit to destroy the rot in the Society.

      “It means that we’ll be able to return soon enough,” Jayna said.

      “Oh. Good. I have another communication enchantment that I’d like to get to you. I imagine you’re too far away for me to do so easily.”

      “Just a little,” she said with a laugh.

      “How far?”

      “A different continent.”

      The moment of silence in response was a surprised one.

      When Topher spoke again, he sounded amused. “I didn’t know you could travel that far.”

      “Well, it has involved various enchantments that I’ve learned to make out of necessity. The fragments we’ve been chasing have come this way. I think they were dispersed intentionally,” she said.

      She still wasn’t sure, though each time they had chased those fragments, she had felt as if there was something drawing them here, and it was that something that Jayna had felt compelled to pursue to reunite those Ceran fragments. And strangely—or perhaps not strangely, since Jayna didn’t know—it seemed as if the fragments wanted to travel together. That was why she had stayed in this land, thinking that she needed to in order to follow the power that existed here. The more she had chased, the more that Jayna had begun to feel that power building, and the more certain she was that the fragments were here for her.

      “I just wanted to hear your voice,” she eventually said.

      “That’s kind of you.”

      “It’s familiar to me.”

      “What about Char?” Topher asked.

      Topher was one of the few people who understood the linking spell that bonded her to Char. And he was one of the few she could trust with the truth.

      “I don’t want to reach out to Char. I’m afraid if I do, he’s going to come for me, and I just don’t think it’s safe for him to do that.”

      “He’s asked for you here,” Topher said.

      “I’m sure that he has.”

      “Do you want me to let him know you’re safe?”

      Jayna considered doing so, but decided against it. “If you tell him, it’s only going to make him press you, and probably only going to make him more worried. It will be better if he thinks I’ve gone silent out of necessity. He knows that I’m alive.”

      The linking spell was certainly intact enough for him to know that much, though not enough for him to be able to track her, she didn’t think.

      Unless Char had gained more skill with the spell in the time they had been apart.

      No. She didn’t think so. Any time she checked in on him, it seemed as if he was preoccupied with something. Studying something, in fact. That suited Char more than chasing her down.

      “Do you need anything?” Topher asked.

      “There’s nothing that you’d be able to provide me from there.”

      “Would you let Eva know I’ve been thinking about her?”

      “Of course.”

      She noticed a dark shape in the distance, and she looked up. There were all sorts of unfamiliar flying creatures out here. She had come to learn about the renral, which were typically found in the mountains, though they had also often been seen on this continent. She had stripped a few of them of darkness, but none of them had fragments, strangely enough. There were grapaln, which were not dark but were just terrifying to deal with, and several other massive birdlike beasts that all had their own danger to them.

      “Topher. I need to go, but thank you for listening.”

      “Anytime, Jayna. You know your friends are here for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      She tapped on the enchantment, severing the communication, and slipped it back into her pocket. It was odd, but she had needed that reassurance. Maybe it was just the reassurance that she had friends outside of Eva, or perhaps it was that there was something more she was fighting for. Chasing these fragments felt like a pursuit on behalf of a mentor she had never really understood and had never really trusted. There were times when she wondered if she was doing the right thing.

      But after hearing Topher’s voice, and even thinking about Char, Jayna believed that she was doing what was needed.

      The dark shape got closer, and she decided that she had better prepare her defenses. It wouldn’t be the first time she was attacked by flying creatures, and she was going to be ready for it.
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      “What are you doing up here?”

      Gavin rolled, immediately tense, drawing on the tree pattern even without using his sword, and he focused on a way to create a barricade around himself that would push outward if necessary. The suddenness of the voice and the fact that he barely recognized it caught him off guard.

      Only after he saw who was crouched across from him did he finally relax.

      Brandon offered a hint of a grin as he stared at Gavin and then looked down at the street below. He was El’aras and had traveled with Gavin quite a bit, enough so that Gavin knew his fighting style and his capabilities, and he knew that he could generally trust him. At least, as much as he felt like he could trust any of the El’aras these days.

      “Are you watching us?” Brandon asked.

      Gavin ignored the question. “What are you doing up here?”

      He rolled back so that he could watch the outskirts of the building. There had been no sign of movement, nothing that would show him where Anna was or whether she had gone, though he did feel a faint sense of El’aras power that seemed to come from inside the building. It was a strange thing to detect, but stranger still in that he was acutely aware of it in ways that he wasn’t sure he should be. It seemed to call to him, almost as if the El’aras side of him connected to what was down there, enough that he could feel that power and recognize what was there.

      “I caught sight of something,” Brandon said. “I wasn’t sure what it was, so I came up here to take a look. Didn’t expect to see the Chain Breaker. Imagine my surprise when I was blessed with you and your presence.”

      “I just need to talk to Anna.”

      “And she’s not listening to you?”

      “Not so much,” Gavin said.

      “Not surprising. These days she’s been preoccupied.”

      “I’ve asked a lot from those who lead in Yoran,” Gavin said. He might as well acknowledge his role in what Anna might be involved in. If she was tied up with working through the protections that the El’aras were committed to applying within the city, then Gavin was responsible for that. The problem was that he was not sure if that was the case or if there was something else occupying her time.

      “Oh, I’m sure you did. She’s not worried about that. At least, not from the rumblings I’ve heard. She has others taking care of that.”

      From the way he said it, Gavin understood who he meant.

      “You?” he asked.

      “You don’t have to say it like that, Chain Breaker. I’m talented. Besides, I’m not forest El’aras, so I have a different experience than some of the others, and that makes a difference. You don’t want it to be all the same, after all.”

      Gavin shifted so that he could look at both Brandon and the front of the building. Brandon had not moved closer, as if he had not wanted to, which left Gavin wondering if he was trying to distract him. So he made a point of trying to watch from different angles, though he couldn’t tell if he would miss something. Still, by holding on to the tree pattern, he was far more aware of everything around him than he would be otherwise.

      It was a good thing Imogen had demonstrated that pattern to him because it had proven far more useful than he would’ve ever expected.

      “I didn’t realize there was such a difference between the various factions of El’aras,” Gavin said.

      “Factions?” Brandon asked, chuckling and scooting forward so that he could drop next to Gavin. “Families. We are all one family. Even you, Chain Breaker. I know you don’t want to be a part of our family, but we welcome you.”

      “I don’t always feel welcome,” Gavin said.

      “Oh, we welcome you in our own way. I think most people see you as one of us, but they wonder if you’re like the exiles or if you’re simply lost and needing to find your way.”

      “Or they fear I’m the Champion.”

      “Only if they still adhere to those old prophecies,” Brandon said, waving his hand. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and looked off into the darkness of the city. Given that he was a full-fledged El’aras and had grown up among them, Gavin had little doubt that Brandon could see everything around him clearly, and without any difficulty. “Those who have been around you, and around the Shard, understand the truth of those prophecies. Well, the truth that you have shared. So I don’t think there’s anything you need to be worried about when it comes to that.”

      “It’s not a matter of worrying,” Gavin said.

      He turned away from Brandon and continued to focus off into the distance, trying to make sense of whether there was anything he might be able to see. But even as he looked, he could not see anything useful. It was dark, and it seemed to be getting darker.

      Had the El’aras done something to shroud the building to keep him from watching?

      That didn’t seem like anything Anna would bother doing.

      “Anyway,” Brandon said, going on as if unaware of Gavin’s concern, though Gavin wasn’t sure if he was simply trying to distract him still, “the families each have a different specialty. If you’d spend more time around us, you’d start to see it.”

      “I get it,” Gavin said without looking over. “Some families have a connection to stone, some to earth, some to the trees.”

      “It’s familial, in a way. It’s just a matter of working with it. We have gardeners. Arborists. Stonemasons.” When Gavin glanced over, Brandon shrugged. “It’s a skill, not magic. But considering our life span, skill tends to accumulate.”

      “And there is something to be said about knowing how to use the natural magic that the El’aras possess while using your skills,” Gavin offered.

      Brandon chuckled. “Well, I suppose there is that, isn’t there?”

      “I suppose,” Gavin said.

      “It’s not all that different with you. You happen to just focus your gift in a different way than others have. Think about how you have taken your power and harnessed it in a manner that will let you do things that others cannot.” He looked at Gavin with an intense expression. “You have this ability to fight, and to handle things that others can’t. It’s something I wish I could do.”

      “You just have to train from an age you can scarcely remember, fight every day, and learn to hold on to power buried inside of you, before realizing that it is magic late in life,” Gavin said, watching the doorway. He could’ve sworn that he saw movement this time. Now he was increasingly certain that everything was shrouded in darkness, as if there was something up there that they tried to hide from him. He wasn’t sure what it was or why they tried to hide it, only that it did seem to be there. And real.

      “Late in life?” Brandon said with a grin. “How old do you think you are?”

      “I know how old I am,” Gavin said.

      “You’re a child. Relatively speaking, of course.”

      Gavin snorted. He thought about how Gaspar always called him “boy” and referred to Wrenlow as “kid.” If Gaspar were to hear Brandon referring to him as a child, Gavin could easily imagine Gaspar taking advantage of that and calling him something similar.

      “So think about how much skill you’ve already acquired,” Brandon continued. “You’ve been fighting for the better part of your life. And yet, you still have centuries to live. Well, if you live.” He grinned again, and Gavin snickered. “But if you think about it, Chain Breaker, you have others like you who can do many of the same things, only they prefer to do it with stonework,” he said, motioning across the courtyard, “or they do it with their gardens, or, in my case…” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to be sorry,” Gavin said. “I know you lost quite a bit.”

      “Lost, and think I will never find. But I’m not the only one who’s lost. I guess I can’t really even complain anymore, can I? All of the people have struggled and lost and suffered, and I feel like I am alone in that, but I know I’m not. I know my people are resilient.”

      “Do you remember what happened here?”

      “What do you mean?” Brandon asked.

      “You told me that I’m a child,” Gavin said, realizing that he had not taken advantage of one of the resources he had available to him. “The city. Do you remember what happened here?”

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to tell me a bit more than that.”

      “Well, there was obviously something that happened here that pushed the El’aras out of the city and presumably into the forest. So do you remember it?”

      “I wasn’t here. I wasn’t even part of this family at that time, so even if I was the right age,” he said, and arched a brow while grinning at him, “I wouldn’t have been involved in this.”

      “All the stories talk about sorcery,” Gavin said.

      “Sure. Sorcery here. Sorcery in other places. Yet in my land it was different.”

      Gavin glanced over, waiting for him to explain more.

      “Fire,” Brandon said after a long pause. “I can see that you don’t know whether you should ask or not, so I’m just going to tell you. It was fire.”

      “Ashara?”

      Brandon’s brow furrowed deeply. “You know, there are quite a few people who believe that it was, but I don’t think so. The Ashara wouldn’t have had any real reason to attack where we were. Besides, I think the differences between our people and the Ashara are a little overblown.”

      “It didn’t sound like that when Anna thought the Ashara had returned,” Gavin said.

      “Oh, that’s just because she has different memories.”

      “And what memories are those?”

      “Well, the forest burned, and they blame the Ashara. Others do, too, so I suppose there’s something to be said about that. Stories come from somewhere, don’t they? They have to start in a place of truth.”

      “My experience with the Ashara has been that they are not what the El’aras have believed,” Gavin said.

      “There you go again, Champion.”

      “Now I’m the Champion again?”

      “No. You are willing to look at things in a different way than most. I suspect that’s the mark of the Champion.” Brandon flashed another grin.

      Gavin looked at him and wanted to say something more, but then movement caught his attention—though not where he thought it would be. It was farther along the street, hidden in the shadows that had formed.

      He got to his feet, used the lightning pattern, and jumped, pushing power out from him. Behind him, Brandon whistled, and Gavin realized that he’d been right all along. Brandon had been there to serve as a distraction.

      Gavin should have known better.

      He floated along the street as he searched. When he landed, three El’aras darted toward him with their swords upheld. He did nothing, did not even reach for his blade, and simply shifted to the tree pattern.

      The blades were pushed back harmlessly.

      “I just have a question for you, Anna,” he said.

      The three El’aras—including Charisse, who was glaring at him—kept their blades at the ready.

      “It’s not necessary,” Anna said, starting toward him. She had on a green dress, with her golden hair tied back and a short sword strapped to her waist. There was an energy about her that Gavin couldn’t quite place, but he guessed that it came from her connection to the Shard, which she likely had on her. “I doubt the Champion intends to harm me.”

      “The Champion has never intended to harm you,” he said, but he didn’t like the fact that she referred to him as the Champion. Doing so only kept her people on edge.

      He was growing frustrated with the nature of his relationship with Anna. It should be one where they were able to work together, but increasingly, it didn’t seem as if that was the case. She had her own agenda as she led her people, which he understood, and she viewed Gavin as a barrier to what she wanted to accomplish. He, on the other hand, wanted to understand, but more than that, he also viewed himself as something other than El’aras. Gavin believed that was part of the tension between the two of them, but maybe there was something more to it. He wondered if perhaps it was simply his unwillingness to view the El’aras as who he needed to serve.

      “I just came here to talk. I tried to get in to see you, but you sent me away,” he said, realizing that Charisse and the others must have intentionally done that. “And you sent Brandon to distract me.”

      “I thought that a friendly face might prove beneficial,” Anna said.

      “At least you aren’t going to deny what you did.”

      “Why should I?”

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said. “I figured that maybe you would want to help me.”

      “I have provided all the assistance you have requested, Gavin Lorren.”

      “And I thank you for that. The protections around the city remain strong, and I can tell that the El’aras have been contributing considerably to the defenses here.”

      “Diplomacy,” Anna said, cocking her head to the side and regarding him. “You know, when I first met you, I never would have expected that of you. You have progressed faster than I would’ve expected.”

      “You expected me to become more diplomatic?”

      “Either that, or I thought you might die.” She glanced at the others and waved her hand slightly. The remaining El’aras took a step back, giving him space. They stayed nearby, though.

      Gavin held on to the tree pattern, and with a quick shift of it, he wrapped Anna inside of it. The El’aras realized what he had done too late to be of much use.

      “Such an interesting technique,” Anna said, looking around. “Can you see the lines you have created?”

      “If I try,” Gavin said.

      “I see them. The power is more than just you, though I suspect you know that. It is connected to everything you have drawn upon. It is impressive.” She sounded as if she were unsure about admitting that. “But it’s more than just that power. I’ve told you that I am uncertain about your connection to our people.”

      “You told me that you aren’t sure I should be the one who is connected to the bralinath trees, but I don’t know that you get to choose.”

      “I do not. If I did…” She shrugged.

      “I see,” Gavin said.

      “No offense was intended. It is merely a statement of fact that if I were given the opportunity to decide who connects to the elders and their power, I probably would’ve chosen somebody who was raised among the people and understood the value of that gift. You are unique, and I assume that uniqueness is what the elders valued when they gifted you what they have.”

      He always found it interesting when she talked like that. Anna seemed to believe that the elders—the bralinath trees and the power that remained within them—had made some specific choice about who could access that power. Gavin wasn’t convinced that was the case. Rather, he thought it was merely a matter of finding the power himself. Had he not had the urgent need, he didn’t know that he would’ve been able to reach it the way he had anyway.

      He’d had a bit of a head start. Having the sword and the ring, both of which had connected him to that power somewhat, had augmented his understanding in a manner that had helped him see what he might need to do to use that power when it came to him, but none of that had really been the key. It had been his overwhelming need to reach for that power, and try to do something with it, that had helped him.

      The other El’aras continued to circle around Gavin’s tree pattern with their swords unsheathed, though they were not stabbing at it or trying to do anything other than exert control over it with their connection to their El’aras abilities. Gavin knew from his experience that they would not be able to do so, as the tree was formed from more than just his own core reserves. Even with just his core reserves, though, he figured he’d be able to withstand their assault. The El’aras used their natural magic constantly and could not concentrate it in the same way Gavin could. Having been trained by Tristan and learning to control his core reserves the way he had, Gavin had come to understand how to influence that power far greater than any of the other El’aras. If they could learn what he did, they might be able to reach for the bralinath power.

      “None of this is why you came to me this evening, is it?” Anna asked.

      “It’s not why I came,” he agreed. “I faced a danger recently.”

      He told her about the massive monster he had confronted, though he wasn’t sure how she would react, as she had not seemed particularly concerned about the order. That had bothered him somewhat. It wasn’t that he thought Anna would betray them to the order. After all, she had been helping provide defenses to protect the city from them. But there was something to be said about her strange behavior that left him thinking she had some other agenda.

      “When I was talking to a contact,” Gavin said, “he reminded me of another person that we once worked with. A powerful individual.” He watched her. Anna still had not attempted to get free from him, though given that he had not attempted to actually harm her, he wasn’t sure that she would even try to. “Do you remember the Toral named Jayna Aguelon?”

      Anna’s expression barely changed. There was little more than a flicker in her eyes. But he saw it.

      “So you do,” Gavin said. “I thought as much. There have been rumors of her working with other El’aras.”

      “What is your intention?”

      “What was she doing?”

      “They saw a need, and they helped fulfill it,” Anna said.

      “Who are they?”

      Anna held his gaze for a moment. “I am not the only head of a family. There are other families. There are others who lead.”

      “So you and these others saw something?” Gavin understood what she meant by that—it had to be something of a prophecy, somewhat. And if they did see something, then it led Gavin to believe that Jayna had been needed. But why?

      “That is between her and them,” Anna said.

      “Where is she?”

      “Again, that is between her and the others.”

      “I need allies when it comes to the order,” he said. “I don’t know what we might face, but they rapidly assimilate knowledge. They learn much faster than we can. I have to understand how to overwhelm them, and in order for us to do it, I’m going to need help. I just need you to help me find her.”

      Anna’s face remained impassive. “I do not agree with what was done.”

      “Because of the Ashara.”

      “You cannot understand what my people—your people—experienced with them.”

      “And what if you are wrong about them?”

      “Perhaps I am,” she said softly. “Or perhaps you failed to grasp the significance of the past.”

      Gavin actually smiled. “If there’s one thing that I can grasp, it’s definitely the significance of the past.”

      “Then ask them.”

      “Why don’t we both ask?”

      Anna shook her head. “I’m afraid that is not how this connection works. I would not be able to see the same visions that you can. I am not connected in the same way you are.”

      “Perhaps not, but I wonder if I might be able to lead you to them. What are you afraid of? Confirming what you believe, or learning some truth?”

      Irritation flashed in her eyes. “I will come with you, Gavin Lorren, but when you see the truth, you will understand.”
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      Though Gavin had offered to use one of his enchantments to carry them out into the forest, Anna had declined, preferring to walk. She had said something about how there was a measure of peace that could be found by walking into the trees rather than taking an enchantment. And as they reached the edge of the city and headed beneath the dark, dense canopy, the smells and sounds shifting the moment they did so, Gavin couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by a strange, almost comforting sense.

      He had known that sense before, having been in the trees many times since his first arrival to Yoran. Most of the time these days, he came by enchantment. Whether by the stone wolf or the dragon, he often traveled using a different technique, and he almost never walked as he once would have.

      “It’s peaceful in here,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her, and she strode forward. The moonlight streamed down and reflected brightly off her golden hair, making it seem to glow, the same way his blade seemed to glow when it detected magic.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t allow myself to appreciate the peace that is here as often as I should,” Gavin admitted.

      She looked over to him, and a hint of a smile curled her lips. “Sometimes, even the great Gavin Lorren needs to slow down and enjoy the world.”

      “It’s not a matter of enjoying the world or not,” he said. “It is more a matter of recognizing that there are things I must do that can’t be accomplished if I were to slow down the way you suggest.”

      She breathed heavily and turned, glancing behind her, where several El’aras were keeping pace, though they did not come too close to her. They gave her space, which Gavin figured was hard for them, especially as he increasingly came to realize that they did not trust him.

      “Everybody needs to slow down,” she said. “Even when you are in the middle of a race, you need to slow down, even if it’s just to catch your breath.”

      He snorted. “Advice from you now?”

      “You don’t think I am able to provide you advice any longer?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Gavin said. “It’s just that it feels weird.”

      “Perhaps it is.” She smiled again. “Or perhaps it is not. It really depends on your perspective.” She rested her hand upon a tree and looked up at it. “When I come here, I can still feel some of the energy that was within this place long ago.”

      It was comments like that from Anna that left Gavin wondering just how old she was. He had spent so much time with her over the last year or more, and in that time, he had come to know her better than he had ever thought he would know any El’aras, but even so, he had never come to really appreciate the experiences she’d had. She was the Shard, and she led her people, and as far as he could tell, that might be enough. Maybe it should be enough. But the other thing he could tell was that there were aspects of her experience that seemed grander than what he could explain if she were only the same age as him.

      “Do the bralinath tree elders tell you that, or is it something you experience?” he asked.

      She laughed. It was strange and relaxing to hear her laugh like that. So much time had passed in between hearing that sound. It was almost as if she had been caught up in the same race that he had been. And now, Gavin couldn’t help but feel as though perhaps this time, this pause, was meant for her to have an opportunity to slow down, the way she wanted him to.

      Or perhaps, as he had to acknowledge, it was more about her wanting him to slow down so that she didn’t have to reveal some truth to him. That, unfortunately, was just as possible. He couldn’t help but feel as though there were aspects of the El’aras and their culture that she had wanted to keep from him out of fear of who and what he had become.

      “The trees talk,” she said, tapping another trunk and moving on.

      Gavin stopped, and he thought he could feel the energy within that tree, but not anything that was quite as potent as what she implied. Perhaps there was nothing as strong as what she suggested, or perhaps it was just that whatever was there could not tell him anything.

      “The problem is that I don’t talk as quietly as the elders do,” she said. “They don’t have the same experience.”

      “I don’t think these are as powerful,” Gavin said.

      “Perhaps not,” she admitted, and she moved deeper into the forest. She continued to turn and slip in between the trunks, resting her hand on one and then another. She would pause for a moment, trace her fingers along the bark, and move on yet again.

      Each time that she did, Gavin felt an odd tugging sensation, almost as if there was a bit of power that she was trying to summon. Maybe that was what she was trying to do, or perhaps she was trying, instead, to speak to the trees. It was strange to acknowledge that the trees could talk, but in this forest, as in any forest that was connected to the El’aras, such connections were real. And more than that, they were potent.

      “What do the trees tell you here?” she asked him. “Do they speak of the rain? Or of time, and the years they have known?”

      “If these trees are anything like bralinath trees, maybe they will speak of glimpses they’ve had,” he said. “For the most part, bralinath trees cannot show me anything with real depth. It is only what they can show me in glimpses.”

      She tipped her head slowly in a nod. “Exactly. Glimpses. That is what the trees can see. And yet the elders see more, don’t they?”

      She passed him, and as he followed, Gavin could see a gathering of bralinath trees. He hadn’t realized how far they had walked into the forest, though he had been drawing on his core reserves to keep up with Anna. She moved almost soundlessly, as if she were floating using something that reminded him of one of Imogen’s patterns.

      “When we first came back, I would come to this section of the forest. Do you remember it?”

      As he stared at the trees, he found that he did remember it. It was one of the places he had first encountered her and when he had come across her in the forest. “I didn’t realize it, but there is power here, isn’t there?” he said, shaking his head.

      “Yes, and when we were first attacked—when I was first attacked—I came here, thinking it would protect me. Thinking that the elders would protect me. I was the Shard. Am the Shard.” She squeezed her eyes shut, and then she spread her hands apart, taking deep and purposeful breaths. “But the bralinath trees did not offer me any additional protection. I whispered, calling out to our ancestors.” She opened her eyes and glanced over to Gavin. “To my ancestors. And unfortunately, my ancestors did not speak, and did not listen. They did not want to offer me anything. They could not, or they would not. I do not know which it is, as I have stopped trying to question.”

      Gavin focused as he looked off into the distance, trying to pay attention to what was out there. He could feel the connection to the bralinath trees, and he recognized that there was an energy there, but more than that, he thought he could attach to that power and use it. Bralinath trees were a constant presence inside him now, and within that connection there was power, but it was more than just that. It was the knowledge that they helped him synthesize. And that, beyond anything else, was the real gift.

      “Then when you went away and later returned, I uncovered the truth,” Anna said. “You were able to connect to the bralinath trees. You were the true Champion. And because of that, you have been able to reach for power that I wanted but could not have.” She arched a brow at him. “I could have been angry.”

      “Could have?”

      “Fine,” she said, waving her hand. “I can’t deny that I was a little disappointed that it was you and not me. But then again, you are the Champion, and I am nothing more than the Shard.”

      Gavin paused as they approached one of the bralinath trees. The tree itself was gigantic, with an enormous trunk that spread probably twenty paces across. The branches high overhead were beginning to cast shade that let only a little bit of the moonlight stream through. The light that did come through reflected off the leaves, causing them to glow silver. It left him thinking of Imogen and the connection she had to the Porapeth, and he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe there was something similar that he could know if only he could better understand what the bralinath trees were and how their power existed. It was tied to the gift of energy that the elders had, a gift that they had wanted to leave behind, but more than that, Gavin had come to realize that it was tied to how they had once poured power out in order to remain and retain a part of themselves.

      “I believe that you are more than just the Shard,” he said, “but if that is troubling to you, then perhaps you need to look internally to see why that is.”

      “I had hoped that I would be able to unite the people,” she said. Her voice was soft, and against the darkness of the night, it seemed muted, almost hollow. She stepped forward, into the trees.

      When she did, Gavin had a distinct sense of her presence there, almost as if the bralinath trees were trying to connect to him, to share with him that they were on alert and aware of what she was doing and where she was going so that he might be on alert and aware of it as well. And within that, he couldn’t help but feel as though there might be something he could track that he could understand. That he could follow.

      He took a step forward, and when he did, the trees began to shift. Images splashed in his mind, and Gavin looked all around him, feeling the images and feeling the power carried to him, aware of it in a way he had not been in quite some time.

      He took a deep breath, and when he let it out, he felt the energy and pressure of the forest all around him, which pushed inward and left him knowing that there was some other burst of power that was here.

      It wasn’t the first time Gavin had come to the forest with Anna. Both he and the trees had felt that presence before, but this time, he was aware of her in a way he had not been in the past. It was quite strange, though more than that, it was almost comforting.

      “I can help you connect to the trees better,” he said.

      “I don’t know that you are the one who can offer that.”

      “I don’t get the sense that the trees, or the elders they had once been, mind.”

      She watched him, and Gavin debated how he could help her. He urged his bralinath connection toward her, figuring that if nothing else, it was her right as much as it was his, as she was the Shard. After a moment, he began to feel a steady stir of energy.

      “I’m merely reflecting the power that’s here. That is my purpose as the Shard…” Once again, her voice trailed off a little bit at the end, as if she were trying to tell him something more, or implying something more, but he didn’t understand what. “There is power here, Gavin Lorren, and it is potent. Yet it is merely one aspect of the power we possess.”

      “I understand,” Gavin said.

      And he did. It was not only that he was aware of the power, but he could feel the way it was flowing, guiding him, gifting something to him, some way to be aware of it. He could not tell quite what it was, only that it was there.

      He stopped and positioned himself in the middle of the clearing of bralinath trees, and began to focus on the energy there, opening himself to it. Gavin had done that many times before, and he understood the technique enough that he knew how to do it quite easily. As he did it now, he anticipated that all he would feel would be the welcome sense of the trees guiding some aspect of power to him. He had not been prepared for the possibility that he might feel something more. But as he stood there, feeling that power, he began to recognize that there was another aspect of energy here. It was tied to Anna, but it was something else that he could not place.

      “Do you feel it?” she asked.

      “I can feel the bralinath trees and what you’re doing, but I’m not sure what else there is for me to detect.”

      “I assume you can feel that because you are the Champion, but there should be something else.”

      Gavin didn’t know what she was attempting to show him, though he had thought that he would need to help her understand the power of the bralinath trees. She could see, but she could not look back the way that he could, listening to the guidance of the bralinath trees.

      He focused, nonetheless. Some power attempted to limit him, but he overwhelmed it. That took an exertion of will and a surge of connection and energy for him to do so. Even knowing that something was there, and knowing that he had to find a way to push through it, Gavin felt that resistance working against him.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, looking over to Anna. “I can feel you doing something here.”

      “What you feel is the ancient danger,” she said. “The trees are showing it to you.”

      “The trees are? Or are you?”

      Gavin shifted his focus, no longer pushing and trying to connect to the bralinath trees. The energy was there, but even as he tried to concentrate on it, he became aware of something else. There was power within it, but that power seemed to echo to him, and it guided him, telling him that some other bit of energy lingered.

      “It feels like you are the one pushing on this,” Gavin said.

      “I’m only showing you what I have been shown.”

      Flames and fire and destruction.

      That was what she wanted him to know.

      And it was tied to the ancient El’aras fear of the Ashara.

      He understood her concern about the Ashara, but he had fought alongside some of them, and he knew that they did not share the same feelings toward the El’aras as those who had preceded them. He could only hope the El’aras could learn from that lesson.

      He thought about how much had changed in Yoran over the time that he had been there. If he had done nothing, there would’ve been fear of magic, and nothing would have changed for its people. The power in the city would have been diminished, and it would’ve continued to dwindle until there was nothing left.

      “What if there’s something I can show you?” Gavin asked. He began to focus on the bralinath trees, ignoring what she was doing to him.

      Gradually, images started to form and flash through his mind, and judging by the stiffness that suddenly came from Anna, he suspected that it was the same for her. She was seeing what he was seeing. He opened himself completely, allowing the bralinath connection to fill him. Then he pushed.

      When he did, he could feel the power flowing down beneath them, and he continued to strain, stretching downward, pushing as much as he could and as hard as he could to find some way of connecting that power.

      Gavin began to feel a different connection. It was deeper, ancient, and it allowed him to use the connection to the El’aras in a way he had only done a few times. He was aware of it, though he did not use it this often.

      As soon as he pushed downward, he opened himself to that connection. There were only a few bralinath trees that could connect this deep. There were only a few that were this old, in fact. It was an ancient power that Gavin needed to tap into so he could learn some other lesson. Maybe if he did, he might even find something that the order did not know.

      He felt one particular bralinath tree, older than the others, not far from here.

      He tied himself to that single tree, imagining his roots going downward and connecting to it. Something began to shift as he linked to it.

      There were images of the forest. Dozens upon dozens of bralinath trees were there. Gavin could see them, but he could also see something else—dozens of younger trees appeared, and then those saplings faded and disappeared. The trees around them faded too. Eventually, there was almost nothing left. Only rock. Stone. And the single bralinath tree.

      Within the tree, there was another sense, another power, and Gavin could feel something.

      Heat. Fire. Energy.

      And yet, that wasn’t enough.

      When he focused on it, he began to push, probing even deeper.

      As he did, he could feel that the bralinath tree shifted and also started to fade, but before it did so, he had the distinct sense of something else. A greater, even more ominous entity was pushing against the energy of the bralinath tree, against the energy of the heat and fire, and against what he had experienced.

      Whatever else was out there, it was dangerous. And if nothing else, the ancient bralinath trees—this one, in particular—knew it was dangerous too.
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      The air became cold as Jayna and Eva moved deeper and deeper north. The snow didn’t bother Jayna so much, since she had plenty of spells that could counter it and was dressed plenty warm, but she started to feel as if Eva was struggling more with the temperature than she had anticipated. Eva liked to say that it wasn’t a problem for her, but being a warm-blooded creature—and a warm-blooded Ashara—made it so that she was dependent on the heat and the warmth in order to have the power she was accustomed to. Without that, Eva drained faster than she usually did.

      They stopped at a small stream, where Jayna crouched down, cupped the water to her lips, and took a drink.

      “I don’t like this,” Eva said. “We haven’t seen anything for the last few days, other than some other dark creatures you have been able to strip power from.”

      Jayna nodded. They had been working as much as they could through the forest, and when they had come across various dark creatures, she had taken that as an opportunity to use her power to separate that darkness from them.

      When she had first heard about dark creatures, she had believed that they were simply that way because they had been corrupted, and that they were forever corrupted. Now that she had come to learn the truth about how they could be saved, she was far more reluctant to slaughter those creatures. If she could save them, she felt as if she needed to. Some of these creatures might actually be beneficial at some point.

      The most recent ones they had come across were several giant black bears. They had been tainted, but not with any sort of focused power. The more she learned about the dark energies that were used to corrupt creatures, the more Jayna understood that some of those powers were focused—performed through festivals she had learned how to destroy—and some of them were unfocused, probably tied to the residual energy of fragments that slipped away and managed to infect a creature. So far, the bears had proven difficult to separate from that power, but they had not been impossible. She and Eva had worked as quickly as they could to separate that power from the bears, and then Jayna had bottled it up inside an enchantment that she then locked down tightly. Holding fragments like that was the only way she knew of to secure them until she had some idea about where those fragments needed to go.

      “We’re still following the recommendations we were given,” Jayna said.

      “How long do you think that will last?” Eva asked.

      She sounded irritated, but at this point, Jayna realized that it wasn’t so much an irritation with her as it was irritation with the situation, and more than anything else, it was the fact that Eva simply did not know what else she might have to face. Eva was bothered by the fact that she had been dragged into this, and did not know what else she was supposed to be a part of.

      Jayna didn’t know either. And that had both of them on edge.

      “We keep moving north,” Jayna suggested. “I’m not sure what we might find, if anything, but we keep moving north.”

      “It would be helpful if we found something that would make you think we were moving in the right direction.”

      “We’re following the information we were given,” she said, glancing over to Eva and then standing and wiping her hands on her pants.

      She pulled out the small hunk of metal that she’d been given. The tracking device had helped her key into the fragments of Ceran she had been tracing. It was a lodestone, or something akin to that, and by using a few spells on it, Jayna could track the power that existed in order to find those other fragments. Unfortunately for them, though she could use the lodestone to track some of that power, she could not find anything within it that she could fully follow.

      “How do you know that is still useful?” Eva asked.

      “I don’t. I’m going on belief,” Jayna said, her voice dropping. “I realize how that sounds. I know I shouldn’t be trapped in this belief that something is going to work, as neither of us really knows if anything will happen with this, but I can’t help but feel as if maybe there’s something to it.” She shrugged. “It’s a hunch.”

      Eva turned, looking off into the distance. She took out one of her own enchantments, though perhaps it wasn’t really an enchantment so much as it was a device she used to pierce the flesh of her palms. She squeezed it tightly against her palms, forming a small pattern of bloody pinpricks that she could then use to summon her magic. Eva no longer needed to cut herself as deeply as she once had for her to call on the real power she possessed. She didn’t need anything more aggressive than what she was doing now.

      “I don’t detect anything,” Eva said. “But I will keep moving with you. I worry that we are being lured away.” She turned back to Jayna. “I also realize how that sounds.”

      “Nobody really cares about us at this point. The only ones who really cared about what I was doing were the Sul’toral, and now that they are gone…”

      Her duties should have been completed.

      Unfortunately, once the Sul’toral were gone, Jayna had been separated from everything she had thought she was doing in trying to free her mentor—master? Jayna wasn’t even sure any longer—from his captivity. But the Sul’toral had surprised her, and unlucky for her, they had shattered the power that Ceran possessed, turning it into something different.

      Jayna twisted her ring for a moment, focusing on the power she could still feel flowing within it, trapped by the bloodstone. Thankfully. And thankfully, she could use that power. Some of that was Ceran and his fragments, but she no longer saw him as she once had when he had come to her in full. When he had been able to manifest in full.

      “How do you know that nobody cares about your presence?” Eva asked. “It seems to me that somebody obviously cares, otherwise they wouldn’t have tried to help you, and they wouldn’t have to hide you.”

      “I think it’s more about Ceran than it is about me, but you might be right,” Jayna said, and she shrugged.

      There was a faint crackling sound, and she looked up. She hurriedly cast a detection spell, sending it sweeping away from her. Such spells had once been difficult for her, as she had never been a skillful sorcerer. A powerful Toral, yes, who was connected to the Sul’toral she had once been bonded to, but never a skillful sorcerer until she had borrowed—or stolen—knowledge from Char in order to learn things that would help her with her sorcery.

      The detection spell rippled away from her, and as it washed out into the distance, Jayna detected something from the spell that made her pause. The energy was consistent and considerable, and she felt some other aspect of it: darkness.

      She looked over to Eva. Smoke drifted off her, and Jayna realized what she was feeling and what she needed to do. More than that, she realized where she needed to go.

      “Come along,” she said, motioning for Eva to follow her. “I don’t know what this is, but it seems like we have something we can go chasing after.”

      “Wonderful,” Eva said, annoyance dripping from the word. “Why do I get the sense that you are enjoying this more than you should?”

      “I’m not, but I’m trying to keep you moving, and thought that maybe it would help with what we have to do.”

      “The only thing that’s going to help me is to get out of this fire-blasted cold.”

      Jayna arched a brow at her. “That little sequence of words doesn’t make much sense in this circumstance.”

      Eva growled.

      “Fine,” Jayna said, throwing up her hands.

      She started off into the trees, chasing after what she had detected. There was no clear sense of what it was, only that there was power out there, and it was tinged with dark energy. She hurried forward, and as she went, she began to pick up on some sort of sense that built within everything she was doing, until she could feel it flowing around her.

      “Well,” she said, looking over to Eva. “Are you ready to fight?”

      “What do we have?”

      “Not a bear,” Jayna said as she peered into the distance.

      The creature was large and seemed to be wrapped around a tree, of all things. As she focused on it, she became increasingly certain that it was not just moving, but slithering.

      “A snake?” she mumbled.

      She began to prepare several different spells, thinking about what might harm a snake if it was dangerous. She always wanted to try to trap and contain so she could strip off its power, but she wasn’t sure there would be any way to strip power from certain creatures, so she also had to be ready for the possibility that she might need to destroy. It was her backup plan, but Jayna had decided it was better to have a plan and not end up needing one.

      Eva frowned. “We haven’t found too many snakes. Several lizards, yes.”

      “What do you think that is?” Jayna asked.

      “Can’t say.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “Why do I always have to be the one who’s ready?”

      “Because you’re the one with the wonderful ability that you have,” Jayna said, grinning. She decided to try a starburst spell, mixed with a fireball, and she also had a snake spell ready—a flaming rope of power that might be able to loop around this thing. She had used it to rip dark magic free before.

      “I’m ready,” Eva said.

      Smoke billowed out and around her until it started to sweep forward, looking like fog. If Jayna had not been friends with Eva and had no experience with her and her magic, she might actually think it was fog. Rather than fog, it was a second, billowing layer of smoke, and it told Jayna that she was going to have to build an incredibly large fire for Eva later. The amount power she was summoning was incredible, and she was going to need some help when all was said and done.

      The smoke swirled toward the serpent that was working its way around the tree. Jayna sent out the starburst spell. She used the series of bright, heated bulbs of sizzling energy to try to drive the snake down into Eva’s layer of smoke.

      The snake instead started to climb up the tree.

      Jayna cursed to herself and darted forward, whipping a rope of fiery magic at the creature, strengthening it with the power within her Toral ring. Then she began to wrap that power around the serpent.

      As soon as her magic caught up to the serpent, she felt something react. It was a strange sensation she had never felt before, almost as if the snake were trying to draw upon her Toral power and siphon it off her.

      She had to jump back, and found herself pulled between the power that the snake was grabbing from her and the power she could hold on to. It was a balancing act, and Jayna thought she had to strain harder and harder to yank on that power and free it from the snake.

      “Eva?” she called.

      Eva must have sensed the concern in her tone, as she reacted the way she and Jayna had always reacted when it came to strange magic. Eva began to lace some of her smoke into Jayna’s magic, and the combination worked together and strengthened Jayna’s spell so that more and more power began to bloom out of it and flow into the snake creature.

      The tension on her ring started to fade, and Jayna pulled harder.

      What was that?

      It was unlike anything she’d experienced before, and the amount of power that was within it was considerable, making it difficult for Jayna to even recognize what it was or to even counter it. She strained against it and felt power blooming outward.

      She looked over to Eva, saw her starting to sag.

      Eva couldn’t hold out much longer. She was using so much smoke—far more than she probably should have, and it was likely worsened by the fact that she was doing so in the cold, trying to counter that effect with the kind of magic she was drawing on.

      It was Jayna’s turn to help her friend.

      She closed her eyes and focused, feeling the rising of power underneath the snake spell that she had wrapped around the actual snake. The combination of the two should be enough to overpower it, as not only was she using her sorcery, but she was using Toral magic that drew from Ceran back when he was still here. She still linked to some aspect of his power, more so since she was connected through the fragments she had stored within the ring. She had no idea how many fragments remained, but there should be more power to access as she continued to bridge more energy to herself through the fragments she had stored.

      “Hold out a little longer,” Jayna said, glancing at Eva.

      “I’m fine.”

      Jayna knew Eva wasn’t fine. She could feel it, much like she could feel the way Eva was struggling against the power.

      “Push a thin layer up around the snake.”

      Eva nodded, not even contesting her.

      Now Jayna knew that Eva was really in danger. If Eva were feeling any better, she would’ve at least made some snarky comment about the fact that Jayna was telling her how to use her power. But in this case, Eva understood what she needed to do, and she knew how that power had to sweep up along the snake’s body, as she had done it before.

      It seemed Eva was using her power to create a casing around the snake. Within that, Jayna hoped that she could use a sorcery spell and mix it with some Toral power. As she started, she began to feel something else—a tug of power.

      “Are you having some of your power drawn off of you?”

      “I don’t know,” Eva said. “It’s this place.”

      “Or this creature,” Jayna said.

      She had never encountered a dark creature that siphoned power like that before. And if it was doing that with their power, did it mean that the snake could use it as well?

      That meant they had to kill it. They could not let it continue to feed.

      Jayna stepped forward.

      “Careful,” Eva said.

      “I know.”

      The one advantage Jayna had with the Toral power was that it was unfocused magic. It was so different than sorcery, which required a heavy, consistent focus. In this case, what Jayna needed was simply power. She had strengthened her ring—an enchanted construct—with bloodstone, allowing her to hold even more power within it, and it also allowed that power to be augmented. At this point, Jayna needed that magic to be augmented so she could summon the kind of power she thought she had to use right now.

      She had drawn upon incredible power through the ring before, and had even used it in ways that were little more than violent weapons. All she needed now was to create a weapon.

      But she needed one that was focused. Something strong.

      She concentrated on the linking spell that she shared with Char, and she searched through his memories, thankful that she still had that ability, and also thankful that she had learned to shield what she was doing from him. She didn’t want Char to close her off from his knowledge, especially as his knowledge was ever-expanding.

      She found something that she thought might work—a piercer spell.

      It wasn’t the kind of thing Jayna would normally use, but as she studied the piercer spell, she realized that it did have some advantages. It was like an arrow, but an arrow of magic.

      She focused the spell, used what she could of the Toral ring, along with drawing through the bloodstone, and then sent it bursting out of her.

      The power that she used was a harnessed barb of magic that blasted into the snake, which then began to widen as it went in. Thankfully, because it was a disconnected bit of power, as soon as it was separated from her, there was nothing attached to her, and nothing that the snake could use to siphon off more power from Jayna.

      The moment that the spell struck, she started to build another one. She unleashed it, catching the snake as it attempted to slither up the tree, which only forced it to slither back down. She had a sense from the snake that it was agitated, and she sent another burst of power at it, blasting into it again.

      Finally, the snake stopped moving.

      It dropped to the forest floor.

      Jayna approached carefully, readying another spell. The snake didn’t move. She created a beam out of her Toral ring, which was likely little more than fragmented power from Ceran. She used that to slice the snake in half.

      She was ready for some sort of siphoning to still occur, but nothing happened. Only then did she relax.

      “What is this thing?” Jayna asked, looking down at the ground and trying to make sense of the snake, the power, and the kind of magic that the creature was drawing away. “We’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      “It should not exist.”

      “Some creature that can absorb power?”

      “Not chew on it,” Eva said as she looked off into the distance. “It was not chewing on anything. This creature was feeding on it. But even that might not be right.” She took a deep breath, and then she pulled the smoke back to her, which seemed to serve the purpose of strengthening her again, though Jayna wasn’t sure if that was working as well as she needed. Smoke worked its way around the snake and billowed along the ground. Eva looked as if she wanted to fall, but had not yet done so. “And I’m not sure if it’s feeding on it. I don’t even know, but it feels like it’s some sort of power finding its way here.” Eva finally sunk to the ground, and the swirling smoke created a small pillow in front of her. She then laid her head down on it. “Don’t let it stay too cold.”

      “You can’t rest here,” Jayna snapped.

      “Cold,” Eva said.

      “You want to sleep next to this creature?”

      “You need to study. I need to sleep. Fuel.”

      Jayna sighed. “You know, this would be so much easier if you could build your own fire.”

      Eva lifted her head and cocked one brow at her, before dropping her head back down again. “You will. And then wine.”

      Jayna barked out a laugh. “You’re going to have a hard time finding any wine around here.”

      “Then take me where we can find it.”

      With that, she stretched out, and was quickly asleep.

      Jayna made a small circuit around the snake, double- and triple-checking that the snake was dead. When she was content that it was, she set to work building a fire, getting it crackling and smoking and blazing hot. Eva needed the heat, and she needed the smoke, and she needed the flame, but more than that, she needed the fuel. Jayna didn’t know how much longer they’d be able to stay in this climate, as it took quite a bit out of Eva, and perhaps more than she would be able to withstand for much longer. Jayna would have to change her plan to help her friend.

      Once she was done, she decided to study the snake. It was times like these when she wished she had Char with her, or that she was in communication with him so she could get information.

      And as she thought about it, maybe now was the time for her to do so.
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      Gavin gradually released his connection to the trees. He looked to Anna, who was still standing there amid the circle of trees, hands spread out from her, practically glowing with silvery light. He could see that she was connected to the bralinath trees in a way she had not been before. And there was a certain look of satisfaction on her face.

      “It’s as I told you, Gavin Lorren,” Anna said.

      Gavin nodded. “These bralinath trees had that experience.”

      “These? Are you trying to imply that there are others that have not had the same experience?”

      Gavin could feel the ancient bralinath tree, and though he didn’t know where it was because he had never found it in the forest, he could certainly feel it in his mind, as though it were still out there, trying to call to him and guide him. All he had to do was find what it was doing and where it was.

      “There are others,” he said. “In particular, there is one that is incredibly powerful. If you could see it the way that I did, you would understand.”

      He started off and then waited for Anna at the edge of the circle of bralinath trees. He didn’t have to wait long. She paused for a moment, the silver energy flowing through her, around her, giving him the awareness that she was still calling on that connection to the trees.

      “It’s not going to go away,” he said.

      “I’ve never… never felt like this before. I thought that I would never know that power.”

      “You’re the Shard. You are tied to your people.”

      “I am tied to the future of our people,” she said.

      Gavin understood. The future. The El’aras future was not bound in the bralinath trees, despite everything he had experienced and seen. The El’aras future was what she could glimpse, but little more than that. Unfortunately, he wondered if what she could see, and what she had become, had tainted her in some way. Maybe it was everything she had been able to see that had twisted her visions in such a way.

      He turned and looked back. “Strange,” he mused.

      “What is?”

      “I think it’s strange that the one who can look into the future is still caught up in the thinking of the past, and the one who can look at the past can’t see anything in the future.” He smiled. “And maybe that is the way it’s meant to be.”

      She frowned at him, and Gavin laughed.

      “I’m not trying to be philosophical or anything,” he said. “I’m just wondering if there’s anything more to it that we’re supposed to know. But maybe there isn’t. Maybe this is nothing more than just my imagination, and little more.” He shrugged and looked over to her, while she continued to sweep her gaze around her. “Come with me. Let me see if I can’t find the ancient.”

      “All of these are ancient,” she said.

      “Not all are this ancient.”

      He followed the sense of what he had detected, and every so often, Gavin would have to pause and use the tree pattern. He would push downward, digging as deep as he could, straining until he could find the roots of another bralinath tree. There was an ancient power that he focused on, which drew him forward.

      He rarely traveled by ground these days. If he had gone by air, he may never have had the opportunity to use the roots to feel something more. The only way he could do this would be through coming by ground, taking Anna’s path, and walking through the forest.

      By the time they reached the edge of the trees, it had to be well after midnight. The trees had started to thin, and there was no sign of any more bralinath trees, which Gavin thought strange. Off in the distance, darkness loomed, as if the night itself had consolidated, growing thicker and denser. This was an area that Gavin had not traveled before.

      Anna tipped her head in a nod. “The Roplan Mountains,” she said, looking out. “Your friend Brandon comes from near there.”

      Gavin had suspected where Brandon had come from, though hadn’t known with any real certainty.

      “You like to talk about how little control you have over your ability, at least compared to the rest of us,” she said, glancing back at him. “Yet you have been moving faster than almost any other El’aras could. Did you know that?”

      Gavin frowned. He focused on his core reserves and realized that he hadn’t been paying any attention to it. He had simply been fortifying himself as needed but had not been concentrating on it whatsoever. That was an odd thing, as typically he had to focus on fortifying his core reserves in order for him to have access to his power in the way that he wanted. The fact that he had not needed to do so was…

      Surprising.

      “I suppose I wasn’t paying any attention,” he said.

      “You have gained enough familiarity with your power that you no longer have to think about it. It is a marker of you having come into your power in full.”

      “But still separate,” Gavin said.

      And having separated power meant that there was another part of him that was different than the rest of the El’aras.

      “I’m not sure that the separation is a problem,” she said, her voice soft. “When you can integrate it fully, it no longer becomes an issue. The fact that you can separate it while also integrating it…” She sighed. “There are those of us who have been trying to do what you can do, and have not been successful. Too many of us have always known that power and have kept it integrated as a part of ourselves for our entire lives, so that when we try to separate it out the way you did when you had to face the nihilar power, we find it… challenging.”

      “I remember.”

      “Regardless,” she said, and her smile returned. “The fact that you’re able to walk this quickly, and this far, without fatigue suggests that you have greater control over that part of you than you ever had before. Either that, or you have been drawing upon that deep and distant power without even meaning to.”

      Gavin hadn’t been sure if he had been drawing on the power or not, as he couldn’t tell. He didn’t think so, but there was the possibility that he had been touching on the bralinath power simply because he was using the deep connection to track the ancient bralinath tree that was off in the distance.

      “I might have been,” he admitted. “But then again, my understanding of my connection is not the same as your understanding of your connection, which doesn’t mean that it’s wrong.” He looked over, noticing some increased power far from him. “We still have to go further.”

      “I thought you were tracing what you felt of a bralinath tree.” She sounded skeptical, and Gavin understood.

      He had the same skepticism, and certainly wouldn’t have known what to find if there was power out here, as he had never seen the massive trees, certainly nothing like what he had felt when he tapped into that power. In fact, the energy he sensed when he stretched deeply into the ground was unlike anything he had ever felt before from the bralinath trees. It was almost primal.

      “I can feel it,” he said. “But unfortunately, it still feels like it’s farther away.”

      He let himself be pulled by that energy, aware of the power but unsure how easy it would be for him to draw on. It was distant from him.

      He waited for Anna, motioning for her to follow. As he went, he hurried forward, gliding across the ground and not even thinking about how he drew on the power as he did. But it was definitely power he called on to move as easily as he did.

      By the time he reached the sense of the power he had detected, Gavin had come to realize that he was calling on that in full, summoning some other aspect than he had before. There was something deep to it that was different.

      He saw no sign of a tree, though he felt the bralinath power. “I can feel where it should be.”

      Anna made a small circle. They were in a wide-open section of the plains. The ground was little more than dried grass, though there was an occasional small shrub in the distance. No trees, nothing like the forest. Gavin had no clear idea of how long he actually had been walking, though it was much farther than he had anticipated.

      He used his connection to the bralinath trees, but the connection seemed more vague and distant than before. “It’s here,” Gavin said.

      “Perhaps it had been once,” she said, looking over and smiling at him. “Maybe what you have detected is a memory of the power that was once here.”

      That didn’t feel like what it was to Gavin. If it was a memory, then why would it be so potent?

      A memory of a memory didn’t make sense. That was what bralinath trees were in the first place.

      “What is that?” Anna asked, pointing to the sky.

      Gavin looked up. He didn’t feel anything, but there was a shadowy splotch against the darkness of night. “Probably the dragon,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it decided to follow. It’s followed me pretty much everywhere I’ve gone.”

      “Would the dragon have followed you all the way out here?” She turned to him and frowned.

      “If the dragon believed I was in danger,” he said with a smile. “But then again, your people were left behind.”

      “I told them to stay behind. They would not have accomplished anything by following us as closely as they wanted to.”

      “Would they have even been able to follow us?”

      Annie fell silent for a moment, and she pursed her lips in thought. “Perhaps to a certain extent. There would’ve come a point where they would have lost us. We were moving far faster than any of them would’ve been able to manage.”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “Do you intend to harm me?”

      “I don’t know if I can,” Gavin said.

      “Because you don’t think you are physically capable, or because you don’t think you are morally capable?”

      It was a strange question, but Gavin figured that it was a reasonable one to ask, especially in light of the nature of the connection that they had, and everything they had shared over the last year or more.

      “Both,” he said.

      She nodded, as if that answered everything.

      They looked up. The dark splotch that was coming was not the dragon. With the dragon, Gavin could feel something coming from it, and was fully aware of its power. In this case, whatever this was, he couldn’t detect anything.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” Anna said.

      Gavin tried to make sense of it, but wasn’t sure. Whatever was coming left him feeling the uncertainty as well.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      He borrowed from the patterns he had learned from Imogen, using the lightning pattern to shoot himself up into the sky. He hovered for a moment after shifting to the wind pattern. He really needed to talk to her about the names of the patterns. She’d mentioned them to him before, but he didn’t connect the names to what he did. It would be much easier if he had some way of classifying them differently than how he did.

      He focused into the distance.

      Oddly, as he hovered up here, he was aware of something more—that deep power that had been here, that energy that had existed here, buried as though the bralinath trees that had once been here were trying to share some wisdom to him.

      He pushed higher, using that lightning pattern to streak upward. It seemed like the ancient and absent tree wanted him to do that. Though that power existed, and though it was gifting something to him, it was also trying to warn him using a reverberation of energy.

      And then a surge flowed through Gavin.

      When it did, everything around him lightened. It was like he had used an eyesight enchantment, but he hadn’t even focused any part of himself to see anything. But he could feel it. And yet, as he looked out there, he realized that there wasn’t just one strange creature, whatever it was. There was a whole flock of them. And they were coming straight toward him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin dropped to the ground. When he landed, he found himself filled with a mysterious energy, but more than what he had felt before. He was even more certain that there was an ancient and considerable amount of power here.

      He looked over to Anna, who was still glowing with the faint silvery light.

      “A flock of dangerous creatures is coming our way,” he said.

      “Are they anything like the renral?”

      Gavin shook his head. “Nothing like that. I don’t know that Imogen had anything to do with this.”

      “What about the other creatures we’ve seen?”

      They had encountered plenty of other flying creatures in the past, such as the grapaln, but he didn’t think that’s what they were.

      “I don’t know,” he said, “but I’m afraid that we’re going to have to either go or fight.”

      Gavin focused on using the tree pattern, and as he did, he could feel that very deep, ancient power. Each time he connected to it, it seemed easier to do. That power stirred beneath him, and the more that he focused on it, the more he was convinced that it was still something bralinath. It was much like the trees he had connected to, only this seemed like the roots went deeper than the others.

      “I can feel something here,” he told her. “It’s still bralinath. It’s a memory—a different kind of memory. Older. And perhaps more powerful.”

      That mattered, he thought.

      They didn’t have much time.

      The darkened shapes were getting closer. Because of the strange power pushing up through him, as if trying to enhance his eyesight so that he would pay attention, he could see that they were enormous. They looked something like his paper dragon but were sleeker. They had long, sharp beaks, slender wings, and claws that seemed unnaturally long. Their tails were spiked, and an inky glow emanated from them.

      “Dark creatures?” he muttered.

      “Dark creatures are only dark because they have been twisted and corrupted. All dark creatures have an element of natural power to them.”

      “I’m aware of that,” he said, thinking about what Imogen had told him about her experience with dark creatures—an experience Gavin never thought he would have.

      The things were now circling overhead, and though they were still distant, they had created a ring around them, flying swiftly enough that Gavin had a hard time following their movements. He found himself trying to make sense of what the creatures were doing as they circled, and whether there was a pattern to it.

      “We can’t leave this power here. I feel it calling to me,” he said.

      “And these creatures are trying to hold us here,” Anna said. Though her tone seemed unworried, he felt a distinct sense that suggested her true concern.

      He needed help. With that thought, Gavin could only imagine what Tristan would say to him about how he could not handle his own issues.

      He pulled out an enchantment, tapped on it, and whispered, “Imogen. If you can hear me, I’m going to need your help.”

      There was a long silence. Gavin wasn’t sure if she was going to answer, or whether he and Anna were going to have to fight on their own. He was ready to launch himself into the air, to attack, but he wanted help if he was right about what they were.

      “What is it?” Imogen finally said.

      “I need the renral,” Gavin said. “As many as you can. I need the storm.”

      There was another hesitation. “Coming.”

      He slipped the enchantment back in his pocket and looked over to Anna, who was frowning at him.

      “How will she know how to find you?” Anna asked.

      “When it comes to Imogen, I’ve stopped questioning.”

      “And you think she’s the right one to help with… this?” she said, spreading her hands around and looking up at the sky, which left him feeling the same uncertainty he’d felt before, but this time because of a different reason. He still didn’t know what it was or what he was going to have to do, only that he could feel the curious energy that was here.

      It was building.

      Drawing.

      That was the key. The power was trying to summon something from deep beneath the ground.

      And it was the same thing he could feel.

      “Is there anything you can do to fend them off?” Gavin asked.

      “Considering that I’m not entirely sure what they’re doing, and…” She frowned as she focused on the sky. Gavin had no idea what she was doing, only that she was quiet for long moments. “It feels as if they are watching us. Strange.”

      “Everything about this is strange,” Gavin said. “When it comes to the order—”

      “How do you know this is the order?”

      “Because they’re after power. Any power.”

      “And you feel that they’re responsible for this?”

      “It seems likely,” he said.

      He didn’t know exactly what all the order was after, but everything he had seen and felt from them suggested that.

      “Something is coming,” she said.

      “Hopefully it’s the renral,” Gavin said. He flicked his gaze up and began to feel the electrical energy coming from the renral, though it was distant.

      Imogen and her people had a way of working with the renral and traveling atop them that few others did.

      He could still feel the distant power, but in order for him to feel it, he had to focus on the tree pattern, which required intense concentration. He wasn’t sure he had that kind of concentration to also defend against these creatures.

      Increasingly, Gavin believed he was going to have to fight these creatures off.

      The renral were coming toward them, streaking at them like lightning. He wasn’t sure if they would be fast enough, but all he had to do was buy himself some time.

      Remarkably, he saw the renral as majestic beasts now. The feeling he had from them was quite different than what he had felt when he had first seen him. Gavin had been terrified at the time because the creatures were enormous and powerful, and also carried lightning energy.

      As the renral approached, the dark creatures turned to focus on the newcomers. It gave Gavin an opportunity to shift his attention and focus on drawing on more power, mostly so he could be ready for the danger that was coming, and fight if needed. He started to dive deep into that power again.

      As the leathery-winged creatures circled around them, Gavin could feel the power start to constrict, squeezing down on them to the point where he knew that they were running out of time.

      The renral overhead sent bolts of lightning down, but even as they did, Gavin couldn’t tell whether that made any difference.

      What if he could call the bralinath power upward and use it?

      “What are you doing?” Anna asked.

      Gavin hadn’t realized he was doing anything, but he found himself staring at the ground. “I feel like the tree wants me to draw on this power.”

      “There is no tree, Gavin.”

      “Fine. The memory of the tree.”

      “The trees don’t want anything,” she said.

      “It feels like this one does.”

      “That… is dangerous.”

      “Perhaps it is,” he said. Especially given how old and powerful the tree seemed to be.

      He began to draw on that power anyway, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      The pattern that the dark birds were using constricted, and it cleaved through the bralinath power he had started to summon.

      What was going on? They were slicing through bralinath power, but why would they be after that?

      Unless the order had figured out some new way of trying to separate—and sever—that power from him.

      And until he knew otherwise, Gavin could not let them succeed.
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      Evening had fallen, and Jayna crouched next to the remains of the snake. Eva was still sleeping, and the fire was still blazing. Jayna was not about to let the fire burn down too much.

      She had set up a small campsite, filled her waterskins, and gathered berries and a few edible plants. Then she took a seat, readying for her attempt to reach Char through the linking spell.

      She was not sure how he would react to her sudden reappearance, and she had been gone from him for far too long. She knew he would be angry, but she also knew he would help her when she explained what she had been doing.

      Jayna closed her eyes, and she began to focus. The linking spell was one of the very first spells she’d ever attempted and succeeded at, bridging her and Char together and forming a connection between the two of them that had lingered ever since she had first entered the Academy to study magic. The linking spell had been deepened and developed over time, to the point where she could use it to do more than just feel the sense of Char, though that had been the initial intention of the spell. Over time, she had been able to use it to communicate with him, and then even more than that, she’d been able to use it to tap into deep memories. Mostly, she used it to gather Char’s knowledge of spell work, as he was a far greater scholar than Jayna ever would be.

      These days, he had been preoccupied, and she wasn’t sure what he had been doing, only that he had been busy with aspects of his studies that were different than when Jayna had still been a part of the Society. She kept waiting for him to reach out to her, but he had been silent. She suspected it was because he knew she was still alive, and he didn’t fear for her safety as he once would’ve.

      Now as she focused, she began to build that connection, to bridge that power, letting it flow out from her. Slowly, gradually, she pushed some of that power out from her into the linking spell. It was not so much a matter of forming the connection as it was reestablishing it, as she could access it pretty easily, but what she needed to do now was more than just access that connection. She needed to open herself fully to it so that she could speak through it.

      “Char,” Jayna said.

      She waited. It was like pulling a string that connected her mind to another mind, and then she had to hope that Char would be able to respond to her. If that worked, then she needed to be ready to explain what she had been doing.

      “It’s been long enough,” Char said after a moment.

      Jayna smiled, and then she started to laugh. “That’s your first comment?”

      “What else am I supposed to say? You’ve been gone for… What has it been? Months? Maybe longer.”

      It surprised her that he didn’t know. Normally, he was the kind of person who would keep track of such things, which suggested to her that whatever he was doing had occupied his thoughts and his focus enough that he wasn’t even aware of how long she had been gone.

      “I’ve been chasing fragments of power,” she said.

      “Ceran’s?”

      Jayna fell silent for a moment. She had been fully prepared to explain to Char what fragments of power were and what they meant, but from his response, he must have some understanding already. She shifted her focus, and instead of trying to talk to him, she immediately began to dig into his mind, concentrating on his memories. That would help with this communication far more easily than trying to have a conversation.

      As she did, she caught glimpses of images, and those images caught her off guard: Char working with the Chain Breaker. Studying in some unfamiliar library with another scholar. Him traveling, but not traveling.

      Strange.

      She withdrew from his memories, and she felt a surge of irritation through the linking spell.

      “Are you about done?” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” Jayna said, and she felt it. “It seemed like it was going to be the easiest way for us to get that accomplished.”

      “And by getting that accomplished, you mean ripping through my mind so you can figure out what you need from me.”

      “That’s not really what I meant, but I can see how you would take it that way.”

      Char was quiet for a few moments. “We have some experience with fragments. There have been other fragments of power, and we are chasing down even more, knowing that was going to be the key to dealing with dangers that exist around here. Much has happened since you’ve been away, Jayna.”

      “I’ve heard,” she said.

      “Have you? You know that there was another attack on Ishan?”

      “Another?”

      “It’s different. A band of scholars, and they have ancient knowledge that they shouldn’t have access to, but they’re using that to target the city and other places. Were it not for Gavin, I’m not sure what would’ve happened.”

      “Then it’s a good thing he’s been there for you.”

      “I understand that he’s been looking for you,” Char said. “He’s been visiting with Telluminder—”

      “Telluminder has been helping Gavin?” Things were getting stranger and stranger than she realized. She had met Telluminder in Nelar, and he had served as a resource for her, but more than that, he had become something of a friend. If somebody like him could even be a friend. “That’s probably for the best,” Jayna said.

      “I don’t know. I think Telluminder is keeping something from him, and from us. I’ve visited with Telluminder as well.”

      “You have?”

      “I have ways of projecting myself. A linking spell, you see. Using that, I can project myself into places I’ve been, or to people I have visited with. It’s proven useful, but I haven’t fully fine-tuned it. I’ve been able to access places and observe, and…” He trailed off, and she could sense that he was growing concerned about what he’d told her. “I don’t know how much you even need me to share with you.”

      “All of it,” Jayna said. “I didn’t know any of that before you shared it.”

      “Even though you were searching through my mind and my memories?”

      “Even though.”

      “Well, I suppose it’s good I can still keep some things from you if I want to.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He was quiet again. “Why did you reach out to me?” he eventually asked.

      “I need your help. We came across a creature that I don’t have any experience with, and I need to know if the Academy or the Society or whatever new resources you have would have any reference to this thing. If you can come up with any information, it would be very much appreciated because it nearly killed Eva and me.”

      Char didn’t answer right away, and she could imagine him sitting in his room, perhaps studying. Then he said, “How is Eva?”

      “Improving,” Jayna said.

      “Her memories…”

      “She still has gaps in them, but more and more of them are returning. She still doesn’t have full control over her ability to change forms, but I wonder if she even wants to.”

      “I think if I could change forms, I’d probably want to do that all the time,” Char said.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you aren’t Ashara. Otherwise, I would be chasing you to keep you from shifting into some weird form,” she said. Char chuckled, and Jayna sighed. “So here we have it. It’s some sort of snake that was circling a tree, and when I attacked, it began to pull on my Toral connection.”

      “It’s not really a Toral connection anymore, is it?”

      Jayna thought for a moment. “Maybe not. I’ve been trying to figure out what that means and what to make of that connection these days. I don’t really even know. What I have, and what I am, seem to be different than what I once was because the connection is different. But the more fragments I gather and the more power I manage to gather, the more that it seems like I’m once more a Toral.”

      “Or you are becoming something more,” he said.

      “I realize.”

      “You think you’re Sul’toral?”

      “Becoming a Sul’toral involves something different,” Jayna said. “I don’t think it’s tied to the kind of power I’m holding on to, and I don’t think I have access to enough power to really call myself one of them.”

      She didn’t love that she wasn’t even sure that she wanted to be considered a Sul’toral. She had seen the terrible things they had done, and how they had linked others to them to do their bidding. And yet, she also couldn’t deny that they had incredible power that she wanted so she could protect people. That was what it had been about, after all. She had wanted to cleanse darkness, and dark power, from the world. And learning the truth about dark power had changed things for her in ways she had not even known she’d needed. She no longer had the same sense of agony and angst about what she needed to do, nor did she feel the same way she once had about the kind of power she had to hold on to. Now she felt almost like she was free.

      At least, she would be once she managed to reunite Ceran and put his fragments back together so she could release him. And then she could go and do…

      Jayna wasn’t sure what she would go and do. Only that it was the next step in what she needed.

      “Anyway, can you see what I see?” she said.

      She realized that she didn’t even know if he was busy with anything else. She hadn’t even asked. And he hadn’t said, so she had assumed that he wasn’t, but what if he was, and what if she had simply assumed he had all the time in the world for her?

      That was something she had done before, and maybe it was a mistake. Char wasn’t just sitting around and waiting for her, despite the fact that she had been feeling like she’d been holding out on him and trying to hide things from his access.

      “I don’t think the linking spell works like…” Char’s breath caught. “Oh.”

      Jayna had focused her spell and added another element to it, but this time it was a temporary connection that she thought she could sever at any moment. All she wanted to do was provide a conduit for Char to see what she was seeing.

      She looked at Eva, and Char whispered a quick thanks, before she turned her attention to the snake remains. She got up, and she started moving around the snake.

      “This is useful,” Char said.

      “Seeing the snake?”

      “Well, probably useful for you, but I’m talking about this linking spell. I’ve never heard of anybody being able to see through another person using their spell. And if you can do this, then it suggests it can be replicated.”

      She huffed. “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said.

      But she also had a sense that he didn’t not mean it like that. Char prided himself in his scholarly approach and his knowledge, and not only that, his sorcery skill. It was what had allowed him to rise as quickly as he had in the Society, and now to take on a prominent role within it. He was brilliant, and Jayna had used that brilliance to have access to knowledge that she wouldn’t be able to gather otherwise, which had helped her. And she had the sense from Char that he was surprised that she had contributed something to his knowledge.

      Char seemed to be focusing on what she was sending him, and she waited for him to say something more, but he was quiet.

      “I’ve never seen something like this before,” Char finally said. “It doesn’t fit any records of creatures I’ve heard of, but I will access the archives and ask some of our experts in such matters. Does that help?”

      “That’s great, Char. We need answers, and I don’t have access to the archives like you do.”

      “You could return. I could help you with an enchantment that will get you back fairly quickly.”

      “I have other ways,” Jayna said.

      “Oh,” he said. “Toral power.”

      She again had the sense that he was not convinced that she still had Toral power, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. Though she believed that she did have that power, she also recognized and remembered just how Char felt about her connection to Ceran in the first place. When she had first revealed that she had connected to a Sul’toral, Char had thought she had connected to dark magic, and he had warned her about it. He had gradually come to believe her, and had gradually also come to feel like she was doing everything in her power to combat dark magic, but that didn’t change the initial hesitation that he had about everything she had done, and the power that she had.

      “If there’s a creature that can siphon power, then you, especially, have to be careful with it, Jayna.”

      “Why do I, especially, have to be careful with it?”

      “Because of what you’re doing. You said you were collecting fragments?”

      “I’m collecting Ceran’s fragments. If I can finish doing so, then I can reunite those fragments, and I think I might be able to bring that power back together in a way that would prove useful not only for me but for Ceran.”

      “But you said he was gone?”

      Had she?

      Jayna didn’t think she had, but then again, if Char knew that the fragments meant somebody was gone, then he would also understand that Ceran would have to be dead to pass on fragments like he had.

      “I’m not convinced that magic disappears quite so easily,” Jayna said, “which is part of the reason I’m willing to do whatever is needed to reunite those fragments, if only so I can bridge and bring together Ceran once again. I think we need that connection.”

      “Then that’s why you have to be careful. If there’s a creature that can take a hold of power like that, it only stands to reason it might be able to devour the Toral connection you have, but beyond that, it might even be able to devour your magic. If it does, I don’t know what would happen.”

      “Look into it. Because I fear that we might need to know why it would devour anything, and what it means for us.”

      “I will. Are you going to stay closed off to me, or will you remain accessible?” Char asked.

      She found herself smiling. “Which do you prefer?”

      “Well, I’ve known you were alive, since I figured I would have felt something with the linking spell if it were suddenly severed. It was there but not active for me. I couldn’t reach you, regardless of how many times I tried. And I did try,” he added quickly.

      The sudden addition of that last statement left Jayna wondering just how much he had actually tried, and how much he had abandoned the attempt when she had fallen silent.

      “I’ve been alive,” she said. “If something were to happen to me, I do think you would feel it.”

      “That’s my thought as well,” Char said. “Anyway, just leave it open. If I need to reach you, or if I find something, I want to be able to communicate.”

      “If I block you, it’s because I’m in the middle of something I can’t have interrupted. Will you be okay with that?”

      He was quiet, and then said, “I suppose I have to be.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I miss you,” Char said.

      She smiled. It was nice to know that she had a friend who cared about her. Her oldest friend, in fact. He was the first person she had met at the Academy, and the one person she’d stayed in contact with even after she had left. He had been mad when she’d gone silent the first time, so she had known that he would be mad this time. But even so, it had been necessary.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Char said.

      “I just want to finish this. When it’s done, then I can come back.”

      “I hope so.”

      With that, she felt him grow distant and leave her.

      She had thought that opening the connection to him might encourage Char to share more with her. And maybe he would have. Then again, she also had the sense that he was preoccupied with something he had been working on. She couldn’t be upset about that, could she? He had his own tasks, his own purposes, and his own responsibilities, which Jayna understood. And more than anything else, she thought she needed to be patient with him.

      She had been sitting near the snake, and she moved away and took a seat next to Eva to rest closer to the fire. She was tired. She was ready for all of this to be done, to be finished chasing fragments, to return to civilization and her friends, and to stop running. But she had felt like she had been running ever since she had left the Academy. Why should anything change now?

      When Eva began to stir, Jayna grabbed a few more logs, tossed them onto the fire until it built up into a blazing furnace, and then sat back down next to her friend.
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      Gavin tried to push downward with the tree pattern, but even as he did, he couldn’t do so fast enough. The power seemed to resist him. He needed to try a different technique, to draw it out rather than press downward. It was a bralinath tree, and it needed to be drawn out of the ground like one.

      “The renral have attacked,” Anna said.

      Gavin glanced up. Lightning was flashing all around, and a buildup of power burst from one renral to another, creating a ring. From there, they began to cut across from different aspects of the circle. It formed a different kind of pattern.

      Something plummeted through the center of the circle.

      “You might want to move away,” Gavin said.

      Anna frowned, and when she didn’t move fast enough, he grabbed her and pulled her back just in time.

      Imogen landed across from him, sword unsheathed, looking up. “What are these creatures?” she asked, seeming unconcerned.

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said. “I’ve never seen them before.”

      “They remind me of your enchantments.”

      “Well, enchantments take many shapes, and unfortunately, some enchantments reflect real creatures.”

      “They are…” Imogen focused as she stared up. He had the distinct sense of the tree pattern taking shape. “They are drawing on fragmented power.”

      “What?”

      “I can feel it, though it is odd. I’m not sure why it’s happening in this location, but I can feel the attempts.” She turned to him. “I have faced the Sul’toral enough to recognize fragmented power and something that’s drawing on it.”

      Could that be what it was?

      Gavin had been trying to figure out what the order had been after, but he had not managed to do so.

      If it was about fragments…

      “The renral are struggling to contain it,” she said.

      “You can speak to them?” Anna asked.

      “I don’t speak to them so much as I can feel something from them,” Imogen said. “It is not the same way that Gavin speaks to his dragon.”

      “Well, I don’t really speak to that one either, but I do feel something from it,” he said.

      “Exactly.”

      “And the renral are telling you that they are having difficulty?” Anna said.

      “They tell me that they struggle with what they feel here. Renral naturally have magical resistance. They can withstand sorcery, and with their innate power, they can augment that resistance, which is what they are doing now,” Imogen said, glancing up at the sky again and then looking back at Anna. “But what they are dealing with now is beyond their ability to resist. They are trying, and they recognize that there is a need for them to inhibit the magic that’s here. They can feel something, as can I, but we are not entirely sure what this is.”

      “Bralinath power,” Gavin said. “Old. Buried.”

      “I see,” Imogen said. She focused, and Gavin had the distinct sense that she was using her tree pattern once more.

      If these creatures were after bralinath power, especially old bralinath power, it would make sense. They were going after a fragment, which was exactly what the bralinath trees were—the fragments of the elders. The memories.

      And this one…

      “What are you doing?” Anna asked Imogen.

      “I am using Tree Stands in the Forest,” she said, glancing over to Gavin, “as I imagine the Chain Breaker has been doing in order to detect what is down here. It is one way of probing. Not the only way, but when you focus your energy in the proper pattern, you should be able to feel something.”

      Anna frowned. “Can I do this?”

      Imogen shrugged, though it was barely more than the slightest movement of her shoulders. “I don’t see why not.”

      Gavin had never even considered trying to show Anna how to use Tree Stands in the Forest, but why wouldn’t she want to know how to do that?

      He cursed himself, realizing he had made a mistake in not trying to help the El’aras learn from the Leier. The more people who learned about power and how to control it, the better off they all were. Gavin knew that, he understood it, and he had felt that himself. Now that he was here, though, it was probably too late for him to demonstrate anything to Anna, even though there would be much that she could still learn.

      Anna watched Imogen, positioning her feet in the same pattern, and then she started to push.

      “You do not have to exert anything,” Imogen said.

      “She does. The way we reach for power is different than what you do,” Gavin said.

      It felt odd having this conversation in the midst of what they were dealing with. The dark creatures circled overhead, but the renral were also circling, their power crackling down as they did so.

      “Perhaps,” Imogen said.

      She probed, and though Gavin was vaguely aware of the way she was doing it, he couldn’t feel anything more than that energy. But then there was something else.

      He mimicked what she was doing. “We can’t let them succeed, and we can’t let the order succeed.”

      “Maybe if there is a way of holding the fragment in an enchantment,” Imogen suggested.

      “I doubt any enchantment could hold it.”

      “Only if you were the enchantment, Chain Breaker.”

      Could he be?

      He had never considered that before, but even if he could draw upon the fragment and hold it, he wasn’t sure if he could store it.

      “I have some experience holding on to fragments,” Imogen said, “and while it is difficult, it can be done. I don’t know if this is something similar or not, but I imagine that we are dealing with a fragment of El’aras power, or perhaps all the El’aras power.” She bit her lip as she stood there, contemplating.

      Gavin became aware of the energy of the dark creatures continuing to build, and swooping underneath the bralinath power. It was starting to cut through some of the roots, and he could feel it severing that connection. Worse, he feared what would happen the moment they were able to tap into that connection, which he believed was coming. If they managed to do that, then they would be in far greater danger.

      “You must use the tree pattern to hold the fragment, and then you should be able to keep it,” Imogen said. “The question is whether you will hold it in that pattern indefinitely, or whether you will release it into another enchantment.”

      “It would have to be an enormous enchantment,” Gavin said.

      “Exactly, which means it will take considerable strength. Now, I don’t know if that is something you are capable of doing, Chain Breaker, since I don’t know your limits, but I assume that others can help you.” She looked over at Anna.

      “If I do this, I don’t know if I will be able to fight,” he said.

      “Then do not.”

      There was a sense of urgency building within him, as he could feel the danger that was working around him. He was also aware of how much power was there, along with how much power he needed to call upon. If he could draw that up through himself, he couldn’t help but feel as if there would be some way for him to hold it, especially by holding on to the tree pattern, as Imogen noted, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to keep the fragment trapped within him.

      Only… Gavin knew he needed to find some way to do it.

      He began to summon the power of the bralinath trees to him. It was energy of the El’aras elders, and it flowed to him because he was the Champion. He held on to it, and then began to realize something else.

      This other energy from the dark creatures was trying to draw on it.

      Even more surprisingly, the bralinath trees did not fight that.

      And so Gavin allowed it to flow through him.

      “What are you doing?” Anna asked.

      “The trees are guiding me.”

      “You are sacrificing the elders,” she said, her tone growing more concerned.

      A flood of power continued to move through him, coming from the bralinath trees of this area. So much energy. So many memories. A torrent of them, a river that tried to burn through him as it flowed into this other place.

      “I’m not sacrificing,” he said. “I’m guiding.”

      Anna tried to grab him, but Imogen pulled her free. She said something, though Gavin wasn’t even aware of it. He could only focus on what was happening within himself, the power he could feel, and the way it was starting to build inside him.

      “You must contain it,” Imogen whispered.

      The tree pattern.

      He had to shift it. For him to reach the bralinath power in the first place, he had needed to dive down and use the tree pattern, but for him to contain it, he needed to do something similar. Still, Gavin wasn’t sure what that was going to be.

      As he probed downward, he could feel that energy, and he let that power flow. Something arced up and around, blooming in a way he tried to grasp. Then he felt his pattern hold, and it was the only thing he concentrated on. There was so much power around him that seemed to be blooming within him.

      Every bit of his being felt as if he had swallowed sh’rasn powder.

      And with that thought, Gavin couldn’t help but wonder if the sh’rasn powder was somehow refined from bralinath trees. It was something he would have to ask Anna about, but not now. Now he had to focus on what he was doing and the way he was holding this power, and whether there was any way he could trap that power inside himself.

      “Hold it, Gavin Lorren,” Imogen said.

      He felt something forming around him—a shield. It was strange, comforting, warm, and there were shafts of energy seemingly all around him, blossoming into existence in ways he could scarcely imagine.

      “What about the creatures?” Anna asked. “What are they doing with it?”

      “I do not know. The renral are struggling with them,” Imogen said. “They’re probably doing what the order commands of them.”

      Gavin looked up. With the energy that coursed through him, he had a thought.

      He was holding on to considerable power, so could he unleash it? He had never used anything like this, but why not now?

      “If you fight, you cannot hold it,” Imogen said.

      “You fight,” Gavin said.

      “I need to help you.”

      He could feel her presence, the comfort of her touch, and the way she was pushing against him. It gave him a bit of energy, leaving him aware of her and of the energy that existed. But more than that, he felt her power.

      And Imogen was powerful.

      She had become increasingly so ever since her return, and every time he fought alongside her, he found himself marveling at just what she was able to do.

      He couldn’t hold on for much longer, and he was left wondering how any El’aras had ever held this much power.

      Then he began to feel that power shifting.

      The new tree guided him.

      The rush of energy overwhelmed him, and it was much more than he had ever felt before. It was almost as if the individual trees had been unified in some way, linking together to guide him toward this connection.

      “I know what to do,” he said, as understanding flooded through him.

      Imogen watched him.

      “Send the renral away,” he told her.

      There was a crackle of lightning, and then the renral broke off.

      The dark creatures circled toward Gavin.

      Memories that had been gifted to him, all of them unifying into something greater, flowed through him. And then they folded.

      He had no idea where they would go, only that they would be taken from here.
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      The folding carried Gavin to a place beyond.

      He could feel the way it lifted him, sweeping him up and carrying him through the energy that he felt, though he had no idea what that power was going to do or where it was going to take him. He had already come to learn that the folding was beyond his control. When it had transported him before, Gavin had known where it was taking him, but he had never been able to control it.

      This time was the same. He could feel the energy rising through him, building up in a way that left him feeling…

      Squeezed.

      Compressed.

      And despite all of that, he was not afraid. He felt as if the bralinath trees were carrying him where he needed to go. If all he could do was focus on that power, he would not have to fear where it took him or what it was doing to him. That power was considerable, and he understood that the power that existed within him was trying to guide him to a place where he was meant to go. He tried to follow what he could feel and to see whether there was anything within it that he might be able to draw on, but he could not. That power was too much for him.

      He focused on everything around him, that squeezing sensation that was continuing to build to the point where there was nothing left.

      The others were with him. Gavin could feel their presence, though he didn’t know if they were concerned about that constricting power or where it was taking them. He wasn’t sure if it was only him who worried about that compression.

      Then they were out.

      The suddenness of it was jarring, but as they stepped free, they did so in a strangely dim location. There was no light, yet everything was clear.

      Anna had an expression of concern etched on her face, one that Gavin understood because he had felt something similar when he had first folded like this. Now he wasn’t even sure if it was the folding or if it was some other aspect that troubled him as much as it did.

      “Where are we?” Anna asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I feel like I should, like there should be something here that I recognize, but the only thing I feel is emptiness.”

      The bralinath tree energy was still within him, but oddly, Gavin felt as if he were holding it more easily than he had before, as if some part of it were compressed inside him, allowing him to hold on to that power better.

      He looked over to Imogen, who was not channeling her connection to the tree pattern the way she had been.

      “Can you feel this?” Gavin asked.

      Imogen smiled at him, nodding. “If you’re curious whether I’m aware of what has happened, I can tell you that you have compressed some of this power. It is concentrated here, though it is concentrated in a way I can’t quite fully understand.”

      “I don’t know what it is. What I can feel is odd, almost painful.” He turned to Anna, who had not moved. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel something,” she said, her voice soft. “It’s like a siren calling to me.”

      Imogen was watching her, and then she nodded. “This realm is different.”

      “Realm?” Gavin asked.

      “You folded us, did you not? It is the same as when you carried us to the library, or when we chased Tenender.”

      “It feels… empty… here.”

      “Is it, though?” Imogen asked.

      As he looked around and focused on what he could feel, he recognized that there was a strange power that continued to push against him.

      “The bralinath power is protecting me,” he said. “And…”

      When he focused again, he realized he was holding on to the connection to the bralinath tree, but it seemed almost as if the tree was also pushing some aspect of itself out from him, trying to guide him and give him some bit of energy that he had not possessed before.

      And it was the single bralinath tree. The ancient one. It was very different than the connection he had to the other bralinath trees. Those he felt as a more superficial sensation, at least compared to what he felt now. This was deep and powerful and potent in a way Gavin had never known. And it was even more different and powerful now that he had connected others to it. It allowed him to filter through the memories, creating a stronger bond than he had felt before.

      But here, the power seemed connected to him, something almost intimately bound to him, as if that power was trying to link to him in a way that would surge through him.

      “I feel it,” he said, “and I wonder why the tree wanted me to come here.” And it was more than just that the tree had wanted them to escape, though there was some aspect of that. It was also that he had felt the need to come here.

      “It is familiar, yet not familiar to me,” Imogen said, and she looked around, before settling her gaze on Anna, who was still studying their surroundings as if perplexed by what she detected. “I suspect this is some El’aras realm.”

      Anna turned to Imogen.

      “I’m guessing this is connected to the bralinath trees,” Imogen continued, “since it was the tree that guided Gavin here. Nothing feels threatening to me. I don’t see anything dangerous, though as I look around and try to extend my perception using the Porapeth gifts, I’m not able to see anything very clearly around Gavin.” Imogen frowned, and she shrugged. “It seems a little less dangerous here, but the only thing I can really tell is that I should not extend my pattern here.”

      “I wonder if I could,” Gavin said. “I can feel it, but I don’t know what it is or where it is. I just know there’s a distinct sense of energy.”

      There was a danger in him attempting to plant his bralinath tree, he knew, but the tree had guided him here. What better way for him to test the reason behind that than to try to see if there was anything that he might be able to do here?

      He probed downward.

      Mostly it was a visual exercise, as he had to imagine the roots of the tree stretching down from him, and then a branch extending up overhead. But in this case, it wasn’t just an imagined sense. There were actually bands of power that grew from him.

      The ground rippled as Gavin formed the tree, making the landscape shift.

      “What are you doing?” Imogen asked.

      “This is the tree.”

      “You are sacrificing the elders,” Anna said, watching him. “I can feel their anger.”

      “No,” Gavin said. “Not their anger. They are finding a way.”

      He could feel that strangeness, but he wasn’t able to describe what it was, only that there was a distinct connection, and a sense, within him. He recognized the churning of the shifting bralinath energies.

      He strained to hold on to his connection, and everything floated away with a bluish light, reminding him of his El’aras sword when it glowed around magic. In this case, it also reminded him of the way the bralinath trees guided him, giving him glimpses of their power. It seemed to Gavin that there was some extra aspect of power here beyond what he had felt before, and that was what seemed almost consuming to him, as if it were trying to sweep over him in a way he had not felt in quite some time.

      As he pushed outward, he began to feel that power grow, but it was more than just that. Some aspect of power pushed on him as well.

      The color started to change to a darker blue. It was almost as if the lighter blue was a stretched and thinned-out version of what he continued to push, concentrating it. And as he squeezed that power down, he could feel it crashing into the earth and taking hold.

      Something changed.

      The tree itself began to transform, starting with a trunk that stretched up. From there, branches grew, first small like a sapling, and then bigger and bigger, to the point where it towered over him.

      “I’m a little concerned about permanently attaching this power here,” he said, though it was mostly to himself. “What’s going to happen when we leave?”

      The bleak and empty landscape had changed, taking on more contours but still with a bluish hue that hovered over everything. It seemed as if some grasses had started to grow, though almost faintly, like a memory that was starting to solidify.

      And as he focused, continuing to push power out of him, he realized that he no longer had to push as much as he had been. The tree had started to take hold. He let energy flow from him. The tree thickened, becoming the pattern he had envisioned in his mind, slowly forming the bralinath tree that he had seen once before.

      Anna was quiet for a long while. “You were supposed to be the Champion of our people.”

      “I still am. The power is still there.”

      “But now the others cannot guide. You have taken them from the people.” She looked at him. “You must remove it.”

      Gavin peered up at the massive, towering tree, glowing with that blue energy. It was the only life that existed in this place, but the longer it lingered here, the more he could feel that power flowing out of it, as if the tree was taking more and more power out of the surroundings.

      “I don’t know that I can withdraw it again,” he said. “And more than that, I’m not even sure I need to. It feels like this was what the tree wanted of me.”

      “But you know that this is wrong, Gavin Lorren. You know that you have been drawing upon the elders, consolidating them. You know that you have changed them, and what they are to be.”

      Gavin was still connected to the trees in this place. It was weird, but it felt as if this power drained differently, though he couldn’t deny Anna’s fear. What if he was siphoning some of the power from the bralinath trees and merging it into something else? Could he have caused some greater danger? And if he had, did he care?

      Perhaps that was Anna’s concern. But even as he focused, he knew how he felt. What he had done, and the way he had done it, felt right. He didn’t know why, only that this was as it should be.

      Power flowed from this ancient tree.

      He drew on it, and then folded once more.
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      The tall creature before them resembled a band of long black weeds that had been woven together, and it swung bizarre razor-like arms at her.

      Jayna blocked them using little more than the magic ball spell that she held outward to create a barricade. Outside the spell, the wind was whipping, carrying with it shards of ice that ripped through her clothing. She tried to ignore the pain it caused, but it was increasingly difficult for her to do so.

      Eva stood inside the confines of the spell, and she had still not attempted to use her smoke power.

      “Are you sure this is one of your fragments?” Eva asked.

      “I can feel it.”

      Every time Jayna found one of the fragments, the ring reacted in a manner she could detect. It constricted on her finger the way Ceran once had caused it to when he was trying to communicate with her. It was almost as though the ring were summoning her, calling her, but it was different than the lodestone she carried with her.

      And approaching this creature had led to that same sensation.

      She had to strip it of the fragment, force it into the ring, and then…

      Then she would feel as if they had hunted these lands as much as they could. Their resources had fallen quiet. They had been getting steady information for quite some time, but that had become silent.

      Jayna didn’t know why, and she didn’t know what it meant, but she feared because of that. She worried that there was something worse happening, something she had not accommodated for, but she was also concerned that she still had not heard anything from Char about the snake.

      “What’s your plan?” Eva asked.

      “How strong do you feel?”

      “I suppose I will need to recover after we are done with this.”

      “Don’t worry,” Jayna said. “We have plenty of driftwood here.”

      “Driftwood?”

      Jayna motioned toward the dried husk of a tree. She wanted the possibility of a fire wherever they went, and there had been no more trees to cut down for firewood, so she had dragged one with her. Surprisingly, gliding the tree across the snow had proven much easier than she had anticipated. She had found a spell within Char’s memories that took very little magic and allowed the tree to flow with them.

      “It’s drifting along with us, so I figured I’d call it driftwood.”

      “Let’s be done with this,” Eva said. She sounded weary in a way that Jayna had not heard from her in quite some time. There was no agitation, none of the typical Eva snarkiness as much as there was just tiredness.

      “I’m going to contain it, and what I’d like you to do is to hold your smoke around it. Once that’s done, I’m going to strip the fragment off, trap it in the ring, and then we can leave. We can head south, and hopefully reach that village we saw a few days ago pretty quickly. I have an enchantment we can take.”

      “I thought you were wanting to search more of the north,” Eva said.

      “The lodestone hasn’t been active enough for me to feel like I need to.”

      “What if it is inactive?”

      “Not all magic works like yours,” Jayna said.

      “No. If it did, it would be far more effective.”

      Eva slipped her enchantments onto her palms and squeezed them. Small pinpricks of blood began to form, which gradually shifted into smoke, but not nearly as rapidly as it normally did. Eva let out a soft breath, and that smoke drifted out of the magic ball spell and began to wrap around the creature.

      Jayna readied her own attack, using the necessary spell that would strip off the dark energy from the creature. She wasn’t sure she had enough power to do so against this creature. Not without using some of Ceran’s fragmented power. So she held on to what she was using, and she began to add a Toral element to it, taking some of that and turning and twisting it as she began to add it to what she was doing.

      “Are you going to begin?” Eva asked.

      “I’m getting ready,” Jayna said.

      “Anytime now.”

      Jayna laughed, and she started to focus on the power. She maintained her magic ball spell, then used it to envelop the reed like creature. Once she began to sweep it down, peeling away the fragmented power, she could feel all the energy within it and became aware of a resistance to her. Jayna knew how to hold off against that resistance, and when she began to strip it away, she did so in a manner that would take power freely from it.

      “Eva, I’m going to need you to help layer in some of your Ashara magic into the spell. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to hold this on my own.”

      Eva glanced over to Jayna, and that weariness lingered in her eyes, but she took a strand of smoke and sent it into the magic ball spell. It turned the spell from a pale white glow into something that was hazy, and now visible.

      The combination created enough energy for Jayna to use that smoke reinforcement to fight against what was already building, and then she began to compress it. The smoke gave her a layer of magic she could use against the creature.

      As she peeled its power away, she felt the fragment fighting, but not nearly as much as it had been before. Then she had it isolated. The fragment looked something like the creature itself had, with much of the same reed shape, and Jayna held it in the magic ball spell while using the smoke to shield them from what remained of the creature. At any point, the creature might become agitated and start to attack, something that Jayna had dealt with in the past with these types of fragmented powers. It was possible that there were other fragments inside the creature that she had to be careful with as well.

      This time, the creature did nothing. It simply watched her.

      “Do it,” Eva said, and there was real tiredness in her voice.

      The fire was going to need to be bigger this time.

      Jayna began to put the fragment into the Toral ring. The fragment still fought her, as some of them did, but not all. Most of the fragments had recognized what Jayna was doing, but this one seemed more agitated. Some fragments appeared to carry more knowledge and strength than others, as if they contained more of the purity of Ceran in them.

      As she forced it into the Toral ring, the fragment turned to her and stretched out what looked like hands. They began to glow, taking on some of the surrounding energy.

      A flash washed over Jayna.

      That power almost pushed through her magic ball spell, nearly disrupting it completely.

      Images flared through her mind, one after another—images she had seen when she had been with Ceran. In one, she stood on top of a rocky ledge, looking down over a vast valley where a battle waged between sorcerers. There was another where Ceran stepped out of the darkness, glowing brightly. He had claimed that he was the Light, something that Jayna had not understood at that time. Even now, she wasn’t sure that she truly understood it. She only knew that Ceran was more than what he had ever seemed to be.

      The glowing power continued to flow, and Jayna drew on more and more of it as she attempted to make sense of what was happening, but that power was difficult for her to contain.

      She had to fight through the visions, fight through the energy that they were forcing on her. She had to find some way to overpower it, but she wasn’t sure she could do that without help.

      A bit of smoke began to weave into her magic ball spell, and the visions started to flicker and sputter. But more than that, the sense of what she felt from Ceran—that image of her mentor—began to fade.

      Jayna constricted the magic ball spell tightly, then pulled it into the Toral ring before the fragment could continue to fight her.

      When she was done, she let out a heavy sigh and sank down to her knees.

      The creature suddenly shrieked and then lunged at them.

      Eva turned toward it, forcing some of her smoke outward in a spiraling pattern meant to contain it, but the creature ripped through the smoke. Jayna hurriedly encased it in the magic ball spell. The creature’s flailing arms struck the magic, and it cracked, but it didn’t shatter.

      “I’m tired,” Eva said.

      “I know you are,” Jayna said.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can do this.”

      “Let me take care of this, then.”

      Jayna tried to stabilize herself and focus on the creature in front of her. She had to hold the magic ball spell around Eva and protect herself at the same time, which meant splitting her attention with a mind that was already exhausted.

      “Something isn’t quite right with this one,” Jayna said.

      “We’ve already found other creatures that have been tainted by multiple fragments.”

      “But I mean multiple fragments of Ceran.”

      Jayna didn’t know if she had the strength necessary to strip more power off the creature. She rotated the magic ball and curved it out and away from her. Each time the creature struck it, the spell faltered. Lines of fragmented power began to form.

      She forced some of the Toral power out of her ring, using that to strengthen the spell. It seemed as if the creature knew what she was doing. She used even more of her magic—more sorcery and more Toral power—and then fortified the spell.

      Eva was too tired to help much.

      If this was another fragment of Ceran, then Jayna needed to do this. With a burst of control, she looped power around the creature and held it with little more than a ball on a string, all magically constructed, and then began to pull. It was the act of pulling that was the hardest part. She dragged and stripped that power away from the creature, trying to free it, and had to let the magic ball spell peel through the creature, rippling as she attempted to separate some energy from it.

      The creature started shrieking, a painful sound.

      “It sounds like you’re ripping its soul out,” Eva said. She had pierced her hands more deeply so that blood ran down her wrists and smoke streamed away from her. Jayna didn’t like that, as it meant that Eva was using as much power as she could, and possibly even more than what she could withstand.

      “I can feel something within it,” Jayna said, “and the more that I pull, the more I’m certain I need to do this, but it feels wrong.”

      “Finish this. And if you need me to help destroy the creature—”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen when we strip this off. This thing might be too violent.”

      Eva nodded her understanding.

      Jayna pulled.

      The creature struggled as it fought against her.

      The second fragment gradually started to separate, the same way that every fragment separated.

      A strange scream came from the monster.

      A shell stripped off the reed like creature, forming another monster. This one was a wispy spiral of energy with different bands of power branching off it, all of them sharp and angry. As she held on to her magic ball spell, Jayna could feel something different about it, though there were some familiar elements as well.

      But it wasn’t only familiar to her, it was similar to the fragments of Ceran she had already pulled off and linked into the spell.

      She had to pull that power into the ring like she had with the first, but she worried about how that fragment might interact with the others. As she combined fragments, there was always the possibility that something would go wrong. The ring had so far managed to maintain a measure of stability, but Jayna worried that it wouldn’t hold indefinitely.

      “Jayna,” Eva said, her voice careful. “You need to finish this because there’s something else here.”

      Jayna looked up.

      A figure now watched them.

      She used the magic ball spell and pulled the fragment toward the Toral ring. Energy within the ring began to bubble outward and grab for that fragment, and then it compressed quickly into a tight ball, smoothing off the sharp edges. Power started to bleed from it, and the ring glowed light blue. It glowed far more than she had seen from it before, even more than the red from the bloodstone that was within the ring. She squeezed that power down and looked over to the creature. It was completely naked, covered with hair, and it had a humanoid face. There was almost a look of desperation to it.

      Jayna braced while holding her magic ball spell. Eva used a swirl of smoke to create a barrier, though it had not been necessary just yet.

      The creature began to ripple.

      Jayna sighed.

      Apparently the fight was not yet over.
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      When they returned from the strange place they had folded to, it occurred to Gavin that the power that he felt around him was not exactly what he had anticipated. He had suspected that the power he was going to find would be that of the dark birdlike creatures that had been sweeping overhead, which would come attack them.

      Instead, a pile of dead creatures waited for them.

      Gavin stood there for a moment, trying to make sense of what he saw. But nothing here made much sense to him.

      Imogen was using her tree pattern, pressing downward with it, forcing that magic out of her. Gavin did the same, and he was surprised that he could feel the power of the bralinath trees as it swelled all around him and rose up through the energy he felt here.

      “What happened?” Gavin asked as he stared at the dead birds.

      “I don’t know,” Imogen said. “I have not felt anything like this before. The amount of power here is unlike anything I have seen.”

      That was Gavin’s opinion as well. There was a considerable amount of focused power, more so than he would’ve expected. But he also felt as if he could use it. The ancient bralinath tree seemed to guide him, gifting him with more knowledge.

      Anna had moved away, and she paused near one of the creatures.

      The renral were still out there, which surprised him. He had thought that Imogen had sent the renral away.

      “I thought the renral were scattering,” Gavin said.

      Imogen looked up at the sky, and with the sizzling energy that was out there, he had the distinct sense that she was bothered by this.

      “They should have,” she said, frowning. “Normally, they listen when I direct them.”

      One of the renral, the largest one he had ever seen, separated from the group that circled overhead and gradually made its way down toward the ground. Lightning crackled along its feathers, streaking from one to the next. It seemed as if the creature itself had some sort of thunderstorm coursing within it.

      Imogen strode forward. “What did you feel, Zealar?”

      Gavin had assumed the renral were intelligent, but Imogen speaking to one still didn’t feel quite right.

      She tilted her head like she was waiting for the renral to say something more to her. “Zealar tells me that there was a great force here.” Imogen looked around. “But I do not feel anything.”

      Gavin frowned. “What sort of great force?”

      “I cannot tell. My connection to the renral does not work in that manner.”

      That was unfortunate, though maybe it didn’t matter.

      “I still feel like we need help,” Gavin muttered. “The order is consolidating power, and it’s getting to be too much. I don’t even know if we can stop it on our own without help—or more power.”

      “You could go back to that man in Nelar,” Imogen suggested.

      “I could, and maybe he’s just going to tell me to find Jayna, which is what I probably should’ve been doing all along. We need answers, and maybe she’s going to be the only one who has them, since she has been wandering. But she understands fragments in a way that others don’t. Chasing the Sul’toral as long as she did, she might be the only one other than you to know that.”

      He turned away from Imogen and glanced toward Anna, who had a strange look on her face.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked. “You know something.”

      “I am not certain that I want to share anything with you, Gavin. After what I just witnessed, I wonder if it would be a mistake.”

      His brow furrowed. “What you just witnessed?”

      “Yes. The way you used the power you should not have. The way you stripped away our elders.”

      “I would appreciate any information that could help.”

      Gavin didn’t know if she was going to answer, as she looked hesitant. But then she let out a heavy sigh. “Jayna is with one of the northern families,” Anna said. “You will have to talk to her about what she is doing. I will not go with you.”

      There was a finality to the way she said it.

      “How about you?” Gavin asked Imogen.

      “I will help,” she said.

      He nodded, then focused on the power he could feel from everything. The magic of the bralinath trees flowed through him and then compressed.

      A sudden burst of energy folded him.

      When Gavin opened his eyes, he reappeared in the strange land where the pale blue bralinath tree existed. It was towering even taller than it had been before, looming over him, and even more of the landscape had started to shift. He focused for a moment, and then he felt for that power, which then pushed him back the same way as it had before. When he returned, he found Imogen watching, saying nothing, but it was Anna who stared at him with the most troubled expression.

      “I didn’t even need guidance this time,” Gavin said. “It’s almost like I am—”

      “Called to it,” Anna said. She nodded, and he had a sense from her that she was concerned by that. “What do you think it means that you were called by that power, Gavin Lorren?”

      “It’s a bralinath tree,” he replied, and he couldn’t help but feel as if she was having a harder time with this than she needed to be. “The tree itself is guiding me.”

      “But that tree is not El’aras. And you used the elders to power it.”

      “It was El’aras,” Gavin said. “But it was old El’aras. I think that’s what makes you scared. You don’t understand it, and that bothers you.”

      She was quiet, and when she looked around, she did so with an expression that looked almost pained. She pulled something out of her pocket and tapped on it, and Gavin realized that it was one of Mekel’s stone enchantments. It began to grow, elongating until it formed the shape of a giant, sleek fox.

      “Anna,” Gavin said, recognizing that there was something amiss and knowing she was displeased, “I can help you feel for this power. I can help you connect to the elders.”

      “You have taken them from us.” Her voice was cold, reminding him of the first time he had met her. “This…” She shook her head and said nothing more, and started off with the enchantment.

      When she left, Imogen breathed out heavily. “For one who can see into the future, she remains stuck in the past. This bothers me.”

      “It bothers me too,” Gavin said. “And I wonder if that is truly my role as Champion, to try to find some way to bridge what has happened and what she can see with what I can experience so that the El’aras might find their own path into the future.”

      The comment brought a smile to Imogen’s face.

      “What?” he asked.

      “It is simply a matter of you mentioning a path,” she said.

      “Why does that make you smile?”

      “Because the one who worked with me, the Porapeth who gifted me his power, always referred to finding a path. I still struggle with what mine should be. I know that I need one, and I know there is one for me, but there are times when I can’t find it as well as I think I should.”

      “Doesn’t your gift give you that?”

      “One would assume it should be capable of that. Unfortunately, I can see many different paths, but none of them guide me where I feel like they need to.” Imogen closed her eyes, and when she opened them, she held his gaze for a long moment. “I feel like we should be ready. Now, we can take my renral”—she glanced over to Zealar, who was still perched as if waiting for her—“or we could take your dragon. I imagine that’s it over there?” She nodded off into the distance.

      Gavin looked over and saw a dark energy to the dragon. He could feel something coming from it, as though the dragon was worried about him.

      “That’s it,” Gavin said. “I think it’s concerned about the renral.”

      “Perhaps it is because of their power. I wonder if the dragon fears the renral disrupting its own power.”

      “We should take both.”

      Imogen held her hand up to Zealar. A burst of crackling lightning shot from her palm and streaked over to the renral, where it flowed into the creature. It seemed to blend into the renral’s feathers and along its wings, flowing throughout the creature until it dissipated altogether. It was a strange thing, but Gavin had the distinct sense that it was how Imogen connected to the renral and bonded to it.

      The dragon descended, coming to land across from Zealar, and it seemed like the renral swelled with more power. But more than that, it seemed like the dragon tried to let some of its power course along its wings, though it was different than the renral’s. It was less of an electrical storm and more sheer power.

      Gavin felt as though the dragon was drawing on his magic, which it probably was. He had connected to the dragon in the past, gifting some of his own power to it.

      He climbed onto the dragon and tapped it on the back. He focused and felt a bit of power, then waited for a moment until that power linked them, bonding them so that he could feel the dragon’s energy work through him. Then the dragon took off.

      Imogen followed on the renral.

      Gavin looked down at the bodies of the dark birds, wondering what was powerful enough to destroy them.

      Whatever it was would be dangerous, he knew.

      They turned north, following the information Anna had given him.

      If there were other El’aras, Gavin needed to find them.

      He had to have answers. He needed Jayna, and Eva and the other Ashara, and whatever allies he could gather. If the order was hunting fragments, they needed to know why—and how.
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      As the wind whipped around him, Gavin felt power and energy from it, and he couldn’t help but question if that wind was natural, or if there was some sort of sorcery worked into it. It was cold, though not bitterly so. He had anticipated finding something unpleasant or dangerous this far north, but he had not.

      He and Imogen flew together quietly, neither of them speaking as they continued on their course.

      He repeatedly looked over the side of the dragon, watching for any sign of El’aras, and he realized that he wasn’t going to uncover anything while up in the clouds. The key to El’aras power was the bralinath trees.

      He locked eyes with Imogen and pointed to the ground, and she seemed to know what he was implying. He leaned over the dragon, patted it on the side, and whispered, “I’m going down. I will be back.”

      Then he dropped quickly to the ground using one of the Leier patterns to carry him. Surprisingly, that pattern let him circle until he came to a rest amid a tall pine forest.

      This wasn’t the kind of place he would’ve expected to find bralinath trees. But then again, bralinath were not traditional trees. They were constructs that came from the El’aras, and they were built of a different kind of power, one that seemed to be a blend of the elders and the ancients that had once existed.

      Imogen landed next to him.

      “I feel something,” Gavin said, “but I’m not entirely sure what it is. It feels similar to the bralinath, though.”

      “Is it unique to these people, or is it simply that you’ve felt it before?”

      “Similar, but not the same.”

      There had to be El’aras here. That was what Anna had said, and if he could find them, maybe he could connect to them and then figure out what they had done to help Jayna. Not only that, but maybe he could learn where to find where Jayna was.

      Gavin pushed power down through himself.

      He connected to that mysterious, deep magic that felt as if it linked him to the other realm.

      Then he started toward the trees, with Imogen following him.

      “This is not what we were here to do,” she said.

      “It’s not what we came to do, but it feels like what I need to do.”

      “How long do you think this will take?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Very well,” she said. “I used to enjoy such walks.”

      Gavin sighed. “I’m sorry I’m taking you away from your people for a purpose I don’t even understand.”

      “My people will be fine. They will not question or challenge it either. They know that sometimes it is the journey more so than the destination.”

      Gavin nodded, then started toward the trees. He realized that he was walking just as quickly as he had when he had been with Anna, but Imogen was having no difficulty keeping up with him. She used one of her sacred patterns, floating and flowing as she made her way through the forest.

      “You don’t even need to use any enchantments, do you?” he asked.

      “I doubt that you do, either. I wonder how long it has been since you have actually needed one.”

      “Sometimes it’s easier.”

      “Easier, but perhaps unnecessary,” she said. “Now, traveling distances like we have, I do find it easier to have access to an enchantment, or perhaps the renral, so that I don’t have to exert myself as much, but even that is not entirely necessary. I have managed to do so without that power and have not struggled.”

      They reached a small valley nestled between what looked like the beginnings of mountains, though the real mountains started farther away. A stream off in the distance glistened against the moonlight. The energy of this place carried with it that of the bralinath trees, but it was a distant, almost ancient power. As Gavin focused on it, he became more certain that this was exactly where he needed to be. The pine trees created a clearing that opened up around him in a way that he had a hard time following.

      “There’s more power here,” he said.

      “You are not the only one sensitive to such things, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I can feel…” He shook his head. “I’m not even sure what I can feel. I think I need to test it.”

      “Do what you must.”

      He used the tree pattern to focus downward and test it, realizing that she was doing the same. Then they linked their two trees together.

      He could feel that the power, and the bralinath trees, were demanding something of him. It was not at all surprising, as the power that it wanted from him was the same kind he had been asked for before.

      He looked over to Imogen, called power to himself, and folded.

      They emerged in a bleak, empty space, with only a bit of color to it. He recognized it immediately, only because he could feel power drawing through him, and energy that seemed to be flooding in a different way. The trees, and the power, flowed here.

      “Here again?” Imogen asked. “This really must be the El’aras realm.”

      “But Anna didn’t think so,” Gavin said.

      “Do you think she is the expert in all such things?”

      “I don’t know. She is the Shard.”

      “And you are the Champion.”

      The Champion.

      He was the one who was tasked with trying to preserve the ancient El’aras memories, and he couldn’t help but wonder if that was exactly what he was doing now—though if that was it, he also wondered how, and why, he was supposed to do it. He also had no idea if there was something more he was supposed to do. Something more he could do.

      “The last time we were in this place, I felt like I had to push some of that power outward,” Gavin said. “And I had to make another bralinath tree. Well, I didn’t make the tree so much as the tree made itself. I think I need to use my connection again.”

      Imogen said nothing.

      Gavin started to allow the power to flow through, the same way as he had before. These were much like Anna had said, and he understood her concern about him doing this, but this was also something that he felt the trees themselves wanted.

      Power worked through him.

      These were fragments, and it seemed as if he was binding them, unifying them. Making them whole?

      Perhaps that was what he was doing.

      He attempted the same connection, drawing power upward. Color began to shimmer as it had before, and the landscape started to change. Much like the last time, another tree began to form, only it was a little different than the last.

      When he was done, he looked around. He could feel the power from this, even if he wasn’t sure what it was or why he was so aware of it. The potency of that energy called to him, as though it had wanted him to do this.

      What if this was the order? What if they were somehow using him?

      That was a fear, but it was also one that he didn’t know what he could do about, anyway. If this was the order, he had already made these trees.

      “Should we return?” he asked.

      “Unless you intend to explore here,” Imogen said.

      “Another time.”

      She nodded, and Gavin folded once more, pushing them back into their realm.

      As soon as he did, he hesitated, because he was acutely aware of others present.

      They were surrounded.
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      Jayna had very little strength remaining, especially after having stripped the two fragments off the creature. Now that they were facing what seemed to be a shape-shifting form of it, she wasn’t sure that they were going to have enough strength to continue fighting it.

      As she focused on the creature, watching it rippling, she half expected it to begin emanating more of the same sense that suggested to her that there was still some fragment of power within it.

      As Jayna strode forward, Eva reached out, wrapping her with smoke and pulling her back. Eva was about the only person who could easily penetrate the magic ball spell.

      “Wait,” Eva said. “I don’t know what this is.”

      “We need to understand what’s happening here.”

      “What’s happening is that you’ve just stripped two fragments off this thing, and now you have to contend with its real power.”

      “And there’s another concern,” Jayna said. “What if this creature wanted that power?”

      Eva said nothing.

      There were some creatures that used fragments to gain strength. This one had felt almost mindless, which was unusual.

      The rippling continued. It began to take on what looked like clothing, the magic filling it. Gradually, that all began to stabilize.

      When it did, there was a youngish-looking man standing across from her, who had black hair, black eyes, and a strong chin. He was dressed in long pants and a light blue jacket in a somewhat formfitting cut, but considering that it was all some sort of magical enchantment, Jayna wasn’t surprised by that. The only thing he was missing were shoes. He had bare feet.

      “Are you done?” Jayna asked him.

      The person—Jayna wasn’t even sure if this was a creature anymore—stood for a moment, looking down at himself. He seemed to realize that he did not have any shoes, and then, with another ripple, those began to form.

      Finally, when he looked up, a hint of a smile curled his lips.

      “It has been quite some time since I have had an opportunity to use this,” he said.

      His words were accented, and there was something familiar about it, though Jayna couldn’t place it.

      “You haven’t had the chance to change your form?” she asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” the man said. “But I must thank you for… fixing… what was wrong.”

      That made her pause. “You didn’t want that power?”

      “I did not have a choice in it.”

      He looked up and stared at the sky for a long moment, as if trying to penetrate the gray and the wind and the swirling snow, but there wasn’t anything he could see, from what Jayna could tell.

      “What year is it?” the man asked.

      “Year?”

      “I have lost track of how long I was corrupted. It is difficult for me to follow.”

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to give us more information,” Jayna said.

      “I am Drogon L’sit.” He extended a hand.

      Jayna smiled tightly, but she didn’t step toward him. “I hope you understand, but considering that we don’t know anything about you other than that you just took on this form, I’m not so sure we can trust you.”

      Drogon tipped his head, and he glanced over to Eva. He pursed his lips, and there was actual concern in his eyes. “This one needs fire,” he said.

      Eva frowned. “I am fine.”

      Drogon looked over to the large tree that they had been dragging with them, and with a flick of his finger, the tree shattered into five equal lengths. With another flick of his finger, the chunks began to pile up.

      “What was that?” Jayna asked.

      “It is merely a manipulation of the energy within that tree,” he said.

      “Merely?”

      “Well, it is more than that, I suppose you could say, but merely that. I assume you have a way of igniting this?”

      “If you can manipulate energy, why can you not?” Jayna asked. She was more than willing and capable of igniting the branches, but she wanted to see what Drogon was able to do. If he could light a fire, along with shattering branches and changing his form, he would be almost too powerful.

      “There are limits to what I can do,” Drogon said.

      “Really?” Jayna said, arching a brow. She flicked her finger to mimic him, casting a quick ignite spell, and the branches began to crackle as flames suddenly bloomed from them. There was only a little bit of smoke, since Jayna had tried to create as smokeless a fire as possible, but she wasn’t sure if she had any control over it. Eva slipped closer to the fire and turned subtly toward it, basking in the heat and warmth, though Jayna didn’t know if Eva was really as weak as she seemed.

      “What are you?” Eva finally asked him.

      “I am Drogon,” he said.

      “But what are you?”

      He frowned. “I am…” His frown deepened, and he swept his gaze around, before turning back toward her. “Where am I?”

      Jayna and Eva shared along look. First, he asked what year it was, and now where he was?

      “Tell us what you remember,” Jayna said.

      Drogon took a seat, but it wasn’t so much that as it seemed as though he simply bent downward and was suddenly seated. It was bizarre. He had been standing, and then he was not.

      He looked at his hands, and he twisted them, forming something of a pattern, and it occurred to Jayna that Drogon had taken on a shape she had seen before. It was as if Drogon did so for their benefit.

      Was that the case? If so, then how powerful was this being?

      “I remember brightness,” he said, and he locked eyes with Eva, and then Jayna. “I remember pain. And then I remember everything fading.”

      “How long ago was it?”

      He frowned for a long moment. “There are things I don’t remember. I do remember studying, trying to learn about power.”

      “So you’re some sort of scholar?” Jayna asked.

      Drogon took a deep breath and glanced down, and when he looked up again, his features had changed—aged almost. He seemed more mature, more intense. “Something is not quite right. I must thank you for what you’ve done, but I cannot linger here.”

      He started to move, and Jayna held her hand up.

      “Don’t go. We want to get some answers. Something happened to you, and you ended up with the fragments of Ceran—”

      “Ceran?” Drogon said.

      “You know him?”

      “The name is… familiar. I don’t know why, but it feels like I should know it.”

      Eva leaned over and whispered, “It’s possible that the only reason he knows the name is because of the fragments.”

      “I know,” Jayna said.

      “But it’s also possible that he actually knows Ceran.”

      “I know.”

      She turned her attention to him again, and Drogon started to move, but even that wasn’t correct. It was more like he shifted, and then he blinked away.

      He was gone.

      Jayna looked over to Eva, who was now facing the fire. Her eyes were closed as she held her hands out and let the heat radiate toward her.

      “Aren’t you concerned?” Jayna asked.

      “Because you just freed some weird magical entity? Well, I’m not sure we should be concerned about that. We’ve dealt with strange magical entities more than our share of times. This one might be a bit weirder than some of the others, but…” She shrugged.

      “We freed two fragments from him.”

      “Right,” Eva said. “Now you have more fragments of Ceran. If you look at your ring, you can see that something is different about it. Now, let me enjoy the fire, since I don’t believe that you have any wine on you.”

      “I do not.”

      “And I don’t suppose you can do that odd disappearing act that Drogon does, so that maybe you could take me somewhere there is wine.”

      “I cannot,” Jayna said.

      “Then leave me. Let me relax, and then we can continue our hunt.”

      Eva turned back to the fire, which was now raging much more intensely, and the heat coming from the flames was such that Jayna could not even tolerate being close to it. She got to her feet, moved back from the fire, and twisted her ring. Some part of the ring began to feel different. It was almost heavier. She wasn’t sure if that was true or not, only that it seemed to feel that way to her.

      As she paced around the small clearing, she used a few simple and not overly powerful sorcerer spells to try to detect whether she might be able to follow Drogon.

      This wasn’t the first time she had seen some being suddenly blink away. But it was the first time she had seen it happen that quickly.

      And what surprised her more than anything else was that it wasn’t just that Drogon disappeared. It was the way he had done it. Everything about him had screamed incredible power, and it left Jayna feeling like they were well overmatched.

      She did not sense anything as she traced power around the clearing and tested it, and that absence left her feeling like maybe she had overlooked something.

      Finally, she turned her attention back to Eva, who was still seated in the same spot, the heat burning the branches rapidly. Some of the smoke drifted toward Eva, as if she was absorbing it. Jayna had not seen it quite so potently before, but now that she did, she couldn’t take her eyes off the way the smoke billowed from the top of the fire, swirled down around it, and permeated into Eva, where it disappeared.

      With every passing moment, Eva seemed to grow stronger and fill with power in a way that left Jayna thinking that maybe there was something more happening here that Eva might be able to assist with.

      “Jayna?”

      Char’s voice came through their shared connection, and she blinked in surprise.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked.

      “Everything’s fine. Is now a good time?”

      “About as good a time as any.”

      “You sound… concerned.”

      “A little bit,” she said. “First, we had some sort of snake that could feed on power, and now we just encountered a strange creature, or person, who simply disappeared.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      “Wait,” Jayna said, focusing on her connection to Char. “Do you know about these things?”

      “I recognize what you’re describing, though I don’t know much about them. Gavin talks about this concept of folding, and he might be right. It does feel like I’m getting compressed. There’s a library in Ishan that we can reach by special conduit. The El’aras are the only ones able to transfer us there, though I’ve been trying to figure out if there is any sort of sorcery spell that might work. I haven’t come up with anything, but I think that maybe by using a combination of sorcery and El’aras enchantments, I might be able to find a way.”

      “Just between places?”

      “That’s all I can tell so far,” he said. “But from what Gavin said, he’s faced others who have this ability, and they can travel greater distances.”

      That would be useful.

      “I wish I could help you more with it, as the magic is beyond what I can do.” He fell quiet, and Jayna used that opportunity to search his memories to see if she could learn anything. “I told you I don’t know anything more,” Char said defensively. “You don’t need to keep searching through my mind that way. You can just talk to me.”

      “It’s easier if I just read it,” Jayna said. “It simplifies our conversations.”

      “Well, if you’re going to do that, then open yourself to me so that I don’t have to… Oh.”

      Jayna had removed some of the barricades in her mind, and she felt Char crawling through her mind. It was an almost uncomfortable sensation, but not painful. It was just one that she was aware of. She trusted Char, and she doubted that he was going to do anything that would harm her. More than that, she also trusted that he would take anything she gave him, and he would use it in ways that would help her and Eva find what they were looking for.

      “I can’t believe how many fights you’ve been in,” he murmured. “And each time, you strip away a fragment? How many fragments are there?”

      “I don’t know. I think I’ve gotten close to fifteen.” She looked down at her ring, noticing the way it was glowing with faint energy. She twisted it, drawing on the power within.

      “You know, there are others who could help you with this,” Char said.

      “Not with this.”

      “Oh. You had others helping you. El’aras? That’s what you’re doing with them.”

      She felt the direction of him searching through her mind, and she knew exactly where he’d gone. There had been one such attempt with the El’aras, and it had nearly been the end of her. She had involved her brother, though not intentionally, and she had tried to trap a Toral who had been chasing Sul’toral magic in a place where she could take some of that power herself. She had thought that would be the key to gaining even more strength, hoping to use that so she could find a way to track down Ceran, but it hadn’t been as effective as she had hoped. In the end, she’d only gained some modicum of additional strength.

      “Are you satisfied?” she asked.

      “You didn’t have to do this yourself,” Char said.

      She looked down at her hands. “This is my mission.”

      “Is that what Ceran would tell you?”

      “He wanted me to chase dark sorcery. And now the dark sorcerer I’m chasing is tied to his fragments, so I have to remove them so I can keep them from corrupting everything.”

      “When you’re done with that, what will you do next?” Char asked.

      Jayna looked over to where Eva was seated, head tipped back and seeming to be absorbing even more smoke. The fire was starting to die, as it had burned so intensely and for such a long period of time that there was not much fuel left for it.

      She focused on Char’s question. What would she do?

      She had given some thought to that, but not so much that she had an answer. When she was done trapping Ceran fragments, she intended to reunite him, and then she hoped to figure out what it was that Ceran had wanted for her.

      He had chosen her with a purpose, and whether it was because he saw something in her or because he was desperate and just needed somebody to help him, Jayna didn’t know. It was that lack of knowledge, that lack of understanding, that drove her more than anything else.

      “You don’t have to answer,” Char said, his voice soft and not agitated like it had been at times. “Like I said, you don’t have to do this alone, and there are others who are willing to work with you if you return to us. In fact, I am quite certain that Gavin would be happy to have your assistance. From what I can tell, he’s been looking around for you.”

      “What do you mean, he’s been looking for me?”

      “I don’t even know. Wrenlow—that’s a scholar I’ve been working with who’s a close friend of Gavin’s—said that Gavin was looking for you because he thought you might know some things that would help him in his fight with these people that he calls the order.”

      “What are they like?”

      “Oh, powerful. Deadly. They’ve killed some of the Leier, some sorcerers and others, but Gavin has defended Yoran from them, as much as he can.”

      “Leier?” Jayna had heard of them but had never encountered any.

      “I’m not so sure they are Leier so much as they are something else now. I’d heard rumors of the Leier when I was at the Academy, how they hated magic and how we had to avoid them, but these are different. The one who leads them has an interesting connection to magic. She’s powerful, Jayna. I’ve never seen anything quite like it before. The kind of power she summons is nothing like sorcery, and yet it seems to be more than sorcery.”

      She could imagine Char shaking his head, scratching his chin, and trying to comprehend the mysteries of the Leier, but with as isolated as she was, Jayna wasn’t sure she would have the opportunity to learn more. All this time, she had been hunting and searching and trying to find something that would help her find Ceran.

      She looked down at the glowing Toral ring. There was an aspect of it that seemed to be tied to Ceran, but differently than it had been before. She needed to find as many of his fragments as she could and combine them so that she could speak to him. That was part of the reason she was doing this, though not all of it.

      “We could really use your help,” Char said again.

      “Where?” Jayna asked.

      “Well, I’d start with Yoran.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m still in Ishan, though I don’t know that I can stay here much longer. It’s started to get a bit dangerous for me to be here. Dangerous for all of us.”

      “Why is it dangerous?” she asked.

      “When we make the jump to the other library, I feel something,” Char said.

      Jayna focused on his thoughts, but she could not find anything within Char’s mind that helped her understand what it was that he feared. The only thing she could tell was that he had experienced something dangerous, but not what it was. In that memory, she felt the pain that he felt when he was folded, as he called it. And it seemed to be compressed down, squeezing, tightening, and forming… Was that a pattern?

      “I thought the same thing,” Char said, intruding on her thoughts, fully aware of what she was thinking. “I don’t know if it is a pattern or not, but it seems to be. The power involved with it is considerable, and strikes me as the sort of thing we experience when we use patterns. It would be helpful for you to return. You have an eye for things, Jayna.”

      “We both know that you’re the smarter of the two of us.”

      “I might be smarter with the Academy and with magic, but you always had an eye for other aspects of power,” Char said.

      Something was off. Jayna wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but things started to come together in her head: This order. Power. Drogon.

      She didn’t know if she was right, but if the order was chasing fragments, then maybe they had the last fragments of Ceran.

      And that was what she needed so she could finish her task.

      “If you need me, I’ll be there,” she said.

      There was a moment of silence before Char said, “Really?”

      Jayna sighed and looked around. It was cold here, and Eva was still recovering, though Jayna thought she looked better than she had earlier. The longer they’d been away and the longer Eva had been in the cold, forcing herself to push through everything they had done, the more Eva’s strength had started to dwindle. Jayna didn’t know how much longer her friend would have if they stayed here.

      “Maybe it is time,” she told him. “We can hold off on my search for fragments, especially if my friend needs me.”

      “I think it’s more that Gavin needs you,” Char said. “Is he your friend?”

      Jayna smiled to herself. She thought of the times she had faced Gavin, and she was left wondering if he was her friend or not. At this point, Jayna did not know if she would consider him one. Maybe, she decided.

      But maybe not. It was possible that he was merely an ally, somebody who had power she could take advantage of, and power she might need to take, but calling him a friend felt a bit formal, and a bit closer than how Jayna truly felt about Gavin.

      “He’s something,” she said.

      “When will you return?”

      “I will see how much longer Eva needs.”

      “Eva needs for… Ah. She’s recovering.”

      “You can see that?”

      “I can feel it,” Char said. “Now that you’ve opened yourself to me, it will be easier for me to see what you are dealing with and to have a better sense of the energy that is there. Plus, I can find ways around what you’re not wanting me to see.”

      “You better be careful, Char,” Jayna said. “Otherwise I might keep you out entirely.”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t do that, would you?”

      “I might.” She started to laugh, and then she turned serious. “Did you find anything about that snake?”

      “Nothing. At least, nothing that would be useful for you. I’m sorry. I’m going to keep looking.”

      “You do that.”

      Jayna cut off the connection, and as she did, she felt an emptiness. Having Char there in her mind was helpful. Reassuring, even. And it was almost familiar, which was something she appreciated. She pulled out her enchantment that connected her to Topher, then tapped on it, sending his name through it, but there was no response. That didn’t surprise her. The other times she’d tried to reach Topher, he had been quiet. She didn’t have the same reassurance with him as she did with Char, and him not responding didn’t give her any way of knowing if he was alive or dead. But Topher was generally safe, unlike Char and the kinds of things he tended to get involved in with the Society.

      Finally, she slipped the enchantment back into her pocket, and she took a seat next to Eva. Eva looked over, her eyes looking a little less tired than before, though still weary.

      “What?” Eva asked.

      “How do you feel about heading south?”

      Eva stiffened. Smoke swirled, not coming off her so much as it seemed to be emanating from the fire, and though Eva was manipulating it, Jayna didn’t know how much control she had over it.

      “Are you going to abandon your search?” Eva asked.

      “I’m not really abandoning it. It’s more like I’m modifying it. I think we can still accomplish what I want this way.”

      “You talked to Char.”

      “I did. Gavin needs help.”

      Eva took a deep breath, and the smoke suddenly billowed from the fire toward her, and then immediately began to press into her. As it did, it seemed as if some part of Eva began to swell, before compressing back downward. Jayna had never seen Eva use her power quite like that before, and it caught her off guard.

      “If he needs help, then we help,” Eva said.

      It didn’t surprise Jayna that Eva would feel that way. Gavin had helped with the Ashara, and she knew that Eva valued that more than she had ever expressed to Jayna, though she didn’t need to explain. Jayna understood.

      “When would you have us go?”

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Jayna said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin braced, immediately holding on to the tree pattern, drawing on the bralinath, and connecting downward as he forced a barricade of energy out from him. It formed something of a cage of power. Imogen did the same. Between the two of them, that power continued to flow, creating a buildup and swirl of energy that could not be easily overwhelmed.

      He need not have been too worried. As he looked around, he realized that they were surrounded by El’aras.

      “We come for understanding,” Gavin said, raising his hands but still holding on to the power that he had, wondering if they could even detect what he was doing.

      He wasn’t sure what they might try to do to him or Imogen, though he didn’t know if the El’aras would even be able to reach them. With the level of protection they had around themselves, and by continuing to use the bralinath pattern, Gavin thought he was safe. He also felt increasingly certain that this was exactly who they had come here to find.

      At least, that had been his original intention. Now he was no longer sure.

      There was a second bralinath tree, much like the other that was hidden in another realm.

      How many more would be like that?

      The El’aras watched him silently.

      He looked over to Imogen, who had stayed quiet, but she wore a look of concern.

      “Perhaps they don’t speak your language,” she said.

      None of the El’aras made a move toward them.

      “We are looking for a sorcerer,” he said to the El’aras, deciding to take a different tack. “A powerful sorcerer named Jayna Aguelon. It has come to my attention that she has traveled through here.”

      The circle of El’aras moved toward them, almost in unison. Each of them had a sword unsheathed. As they stepped toward Gavin, he reacted in the only way he knew, pushing outward using the connection he shared with the bralinath trees, forcing them back a step.

      The suddenness of it alerted the El’aras to what he was doing, and they responded in a way he didn’t expect: Their entire circle started to glow.

      Gavin had dealt with the El’aras many times, but he had never seen anything quite like this. They used power to constrict him, as if they were going to try to sever his connection to the bralinath trees.

      Could they?

      Imogen’s expression turned defiant.

      “Did they cut you off?” Gavin asked.

      “They have somehow managed to slice through the base of my pattern,” she said, and surprisingly, there was a small smile on her face. “It is an interesting challenge, and it’s not one I have experienced before, even when facing the Sul’toral.”

      “I’m not sure you should be happy about the idea that they are able to carve through your protections and keep you from defending yourself.”

      “Any new challenge is one worth exploring. I find it quite fascinating. I am most curious about what they will do and whether we are in any real danger from them.”

      “You sound almost excited,” he said, shaking his head.

      He continued to hold on to his connection to the deep bralinath power. What would have happened had he not taken that power and brought it to the other realm, where it linked to the other bralinath tree? Would Gavin have any sort of connection here?

      He turned to face the El’aras. “We didn’t come to fight.”

      Imogen chuckled softly. When he looked over, she shrugged. “I can see how this would appear threatening.”

      “Well, they are trying to show us how powerful they are.”

      “Oh, they are definitely powerful,” Imogen said, looking around her as she continued to try to use her sacred pattern.

      Gavin withdrew some of his power.

      The circle of El’aras moved closer, attempting to cut through his bralinath connection, though he was bonded to something deeper.

      “We only came for information. I have worked with other El’aras,” Gavin told them, knowing that there was a danger in admitting that, especially as he did not know whether Anna and these El’aras got along. “I have also been trying to understand what has been taking place around my land.”

      He felt something tremble across the ground before he saw anything changing.

      Imogen nodded. “Someone is coming.”

      “I can feel it.” The sense came through the bralinath connection, and if this person had a link to the bralinath trees, they would be formidable. “This person is powerful,” Gavin said to her, “so be ready.”

      “I am always ready, Chain Breaker,” Imogen said, a smile still curling her lips.

      That brought a smile to his face as well. He appreciated her confidence.

      The newcomer was a dark-haired man, about Gavin’s height, with a strong chin and eyes that reflected the gray sky overhead. He stopped at the edge of the circle and then stepped through it. When he did, Gavin detected no shift of the power that was there.

      The man strode toward Gavin and stopped across from him, looking at him for a long moment. Gavin also took the opportunity to examine him more closely. He was dressed in a dark blue jacket and pants, and he had a sword strapped to his waist. Gavin didn’t need to see the blade to know that it would be a reflection of the power in his blade. He could feel that power, strangely enough, and he was aware of just how much energy it seemed to summon, as it was obviously linked to the bralinath trees here.

      Would this newcomer be aware of Gavin’s own connection to the trees?

      Imogen kept her hand near the hilt of her sword, though had not unsheathed it.

      “You are not welcome in these lands,” the man said. He glared at Gavin, and his eyes seemed to brim with hatred.

      Gavin was surprised by the overwhelming emotion that came from this man, unsure what he’d done—if anything—that would have elicited such a reaction. Could it be that this man did not want Gavin to have his connection to the bralinath trees, and resented him for having it?

      “We came looking for help,” Gavin said.

      “You are not welcome here.”

      “You don’t even know who we are.”

      The man took a step around him, then moved steadily in a circuit, gradually working his way around until he came to stand across from him once again. “You are Gavin Lorren, known as the Chain Breaker. Believed to be the Champion of the El’aras, and one who has attempted to destroy the very connections that have bridged our people.” The man didn’t move, but everything within him was tense, and Gavin had the distinct sense of violence burning within him, as if he was waiting for any opportunity to wield it. “So I do know you.”

      “I will leave,” Gavin said, sweeping his gaze around and making sure to meet the eyes of each El’aras, “but I came only for information. I wanted to know if you have anything you can tell me about the sorcerer known as Jayna Aguelon. I need her help with a dangerous attack on my people.”

      The man looked at him for a long time. “Your people? You have no people.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure what to do. Was this some sort of challenge? It certainly felt like one, but why would he challenge him?

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “You are not staying.”

      “Gavin,” Imogen warned.

      He took a deep breath, and then he reached for the power of the bralinath trees and pushed, creating a rhythm that separated this newcomer from the others. It crested upward, forming a barricade that ringed around them. He borrowed from the bralinath power here, but not entirely. He also added some of the energy from the distant, older, ancient power.

      The man stood there for a long moment, studying it. He touched the barricade, tracing his finger along the surface of it, until he finally turned back and looked at Gavin.

      “Do you think you are the only one the elders have gifted their magic to?” the man asked.

      “I know I’m not.”

      “And do you think you are the only one who believes himself the Champion?”

      That elicited more of a pause from Gavin, and he found himself staring at this man, frowning deeply as he tried to understand if there was something here he had not come to terms with. He thought he understood the man, but maybe he didn’t.

      The man didn’t seem at all concerned about Gavin pressing that power up and around him. It was almost as if he was completely indifferent.

      “Do you think you will be able to hold me, Chain Breaker?” The words were said with a sneer.

      Then the man unsheathed his blade.

      The other El’aras began to carve through the protections Gavin was holding on to in ways he had not even known were possible.

      “I think you should go,” he said to Imogen.

      “You would have me leave you here?”

      Gavin looked at the El’aras, and though he could see them slicing through his bralinath power, it was more what he could feel. He didn’t know if they were doing any long-term damage, but he was concerned about that possibility.

      “I need you to survive,” Gavin whispered.

      “I do not fear this,” Imogen said.

      “I don’t know what’s happening, but I need to understand. And I need my friend to keep an eye on me.”

      Imogen watched him for a moment, and then power slipped over him, leaving him with a feeling of protection washing over him. He hadn’t even seen what pattern she had used.

      “Do not do anything too foolish, Gavin Lorren. The world still needs you.”

      “If I’m right, then we can help. If I’m wrong, then…” He smiled at her. “Well, then I have made a mistake. It wouldn’t be the first time, and sometimes you have to make a mistake in order to fumble out of it so you can find your way.”

      She snorted. “I think you would have gotten along quite well with my old mentor.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because he always believed that there were benefits to failing. Sometimes the greatest lessons are found in loss.”

      “I don’t intend to lose,” Gavin said.

      “We never do.”

      With a burst of strength, she streaked up into the air, shooting on a lightning bolt of power, where she took a seat atop her renral.

      Gavin was left alone. But he was not alone. He felt his dragon above him, waiting and circling, practically demanding that he follow Imogen. But he had come for allies, hadn’t he? He’d come for information.

      These El’aras had information.

      Gavin locked eyes with Imogen up above, who seemed to understand.

      And then he released all but the smallest trickle to his bralinath connection.

      He held his hands up as the El’aras converged on him.
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      Gavin came awake slowly. His head throbbed. When he had released his connection to the bralinath trees, the El’aras had knocked him unconscious. He had half feared that they might try to kill him, but he had needed to act with a measure of faith, which was difficult for him. He had to know how to find Jayna, and he believed they had the answer. He wouldn’t get that answer by fighting them.

      He raised his head. Everything was dark, yet there was a hint of a brimming power that circled around him. His surroundings glowed with a faint energy. He reached for his head, feeling the pain throbbing within him. As he did, he recognized that he was not alone.

      A small fire crackled nearby, and he turned to look at it. The room was made of dark, simple stone walls, and little furniture. The only other thing he found was a vase filled with flowers, their fragrance filling his nostrils. He didn’t feel any ropes wrapped around his wrists or ankles, but he was still confined using some form of magic. That didn’t bother him as much as it would bother someone else, as he had been frequently bound during his training, and had far too much experience attempting to find his way free.

      He concentrated on whether he still had a connection to those distant bralinath trees. That sense was there, and within it, there was power. But it was only the ancient trees that he could connect to. Somehow it seemed as if they had shielded him—or perhaps severed him—from a connection to the other bralinath trees. That was unusual, though he supposed it wasn’t entirely surprising given that he had proven that he was willing and able to fight with them.

      He took a deep breath and focused, thinking about some of the lessons Tristan had trained him on all those years ago. Most of those lessons had helped him understand how to deal with dangers, and violence, and pain. And those were the lessons he defaulted to more often than he cared for. Now that he’d been attacked, Gavin needed to use those lessons to help keep his mind sharp so he could figure out what he might need to do. He didn’t know what that was going to entail, only that he had hoped to find answers—and help. Increasingly, Gavin wondered if that would be impossible.

      He tried to make sense of where he was, and when he couldn’t see anything more, he focused his core reserves—which still had not been separated from him—and drew the power up into his eyes so he could make out more of his surroundings. The firelight glowed off to the side, but it seemed to be shielded by shadows that obscured everything and made it dark and difficult for him to see.

      “Sit up,” a voice said from the shadows.

      As Gavin continued to push that power into his eyes, he could see the man he had faced before now sitting across from him.

      “You have me bound,” Gavin said.

      “Are you not the Chain Breaker?”

      “I am. Or I should say that I had been.”

      The man regarded him for a long time and then snickered. “The rumors of you spoke of great power, but you don’t strike me as anyone with great power.”

      “Rumors are just that,” Gavin said, trying to move and finding that it didn’t work as well as he hoped it would. He couldn’t tell what was holding him, though he was bound in some way still. “Why have you brought me here?”

      Gavin couldn’t quite tell where here was, only that he could feel that he was surrounded by a certain amount of power.

      “Why did you come here?” the man asked.

      “I’ve tried telling you several times.”

      “You speak of a sorcerer.”

      “She is the reason I came. I fought alongside her in the past, and I’m looking for her to ask for help against a danger we face. There’s a power that’s gathering fragments. A terrible and dangerous power—”

      “Dangerous?” The man sneered. “You are the danger, Chain Breaker.”

      There had been a reaction from the man when he’d mentioned the fragments. Gavin was certain of it. “Have I done something to you?”

      The man leaned back, and he set his hands on his legs, though power seemed to radiate from him enough that Gavin could feel it. He was unable to make sense of what it was or why he could feel it so profoundly.

      “You have come here and tried to steal our memories,” the man said.

      That was the reason he was upset with him?

      Then again, Gavin had done something that perhaps he shouldn’t have. At least without fully understanding what he was doing. And Imogen had tried to warn him.

      Gavin attempted to turn, but he didn’t attempt to break free of his bindings yet.

      He believed that he could, however. He was the Chain Breaker, after all.

      Doubt crept in, though. These El’aras had proven that they had an understanding of the bralinath trees, and more than that, they seemed to have some way of controlling that magic. Could they overpower him?

      Gavin glowered at the man. “You blame me for stealing your memories, but you sit there and use your elder powers. Who’s the one who has been stealing memories?”

      He had pitched his voice loud enough to be heard by the others around him, but he wasn’t even sure if that would make a difference with them.

      The man leaned toward him. “Our elders want us to use this power. They gifted it to us. But not to you, Chain Breaker.”

      “You say that as if you know me,” Gavin said. “You say that as if you know what I have done and who I am, but if you know anything about me, you will know that I have fought on behalf of the El’aras.”

      “Have you?”

      “I have fought on behalf of all who need it.”

      Gavin shouldn’t be surprised that the El’aras, including Anna and apparently this man, held on to the past. They were concerned with fragments of power, not with what was to come. It bothered him that Anna, the Shard, who should be looking forward, refused to do that.

      But he was the Champion. If that was his role, then it was to help bridge these people—presumably his people—into the future.

      He tested the bindings again and thought that he might be able to break them. Still, there did seem to be something resisting him more than he had anticipated. There was probably bralinath power tied to it, which surprised him. He rolled toward the fires, looking for the others he suspected were there.

      The man laughed, which forced Gavin to turn and look at him. Gavin was growing increasingly agitated with the fact that he was being held here and that he couldn’t do anything to get free.

      “I have heard that you are a more challenging opponent,” the man said.

      “Have you?”

      “I have, but surprisingly, you have proven to be very little difficulty.”

      “What makes you think I’m trying to be difficult?” Gavin asked.

      “You would not have given yourself up so easily.”

      Gavin shifted, and as he did, he positioned himself so that he could look around for a moment. “You don’t know what I would do, and you don’t understand what I would find necessary.”

      It was time to stop avoiding the questions he’d come here to ask.

      “So do you know Jayna Aguelon or not?”

      “You do not ask questions.”

      Gavin studied the man. A distinct sense of energy radiated from him, different than Gavin had seen from other El’aras. Only now did he begin to test his bindings, and he yanked on them. He found that it was far more difficult than he had expected. He could feel the link to the bralinath trees, but he could not use it the way he normally did.

      The man just walked around him. “You will not steal our memories.”

      “I’m not trying to steal anything.”

      Gavin didn’t need just the connection to the local trees, which he couldn’t help but feel was a more superficial power. There was something deeper he could draw on, and he began to do so.

      He was left mostly alone as he did, as the El’aras—including the man—moved in and out of the room, seemingly unconcerned about him. He was not accustomed to people not worrying about him. It was surprising, and were he here for any other reason and dealing with any other threat, he might’ve actually found it amusing. But he had come looking for answers, and he believed he would find help here.

      Not only that, but somewhere, Imogen was still waiting.

      Gavin had no idea how long she would wait, but he worried that she would come for him at some point.

      An occasional tremble rumbled through the ground.

      He wasn’t sure of the purpose or the cause, but when the trembling came again, Gavin used more force. He felt the power of that distant bralinath connection, the one that reminded him of the link he had to some other place.

      Once he pushed, a faint silvery light flowed from him.

      He had seen silver light like that before, and he thought this was Porapeth power, but maybe it was not. As he focused, he could still feel that it was connected to the bralinath trees, or at least the primary trees that he could feel. He sent that energy sweeping out from him, stretching down and into some other, greater kind of power. The more he focused on it, the more that he could feel that energy, and the more that he was aware that he could reach for something else.

      Then he pushed again. As he did, he began to feel a flowing of power, one that connected him to some other bit of energy, and he also saw something else. The power slid out and away from him in a way that Gavin was barely able to follow, but it was more than just that. That power created something of a ring of energy, and from there, Gavin began to recognize that the ring of energy was more than what he had anticipated.

      Then he pushed.

      He could feel it sweeping out from him, but as he did, he also could feel some other aspect of it that began to bubble up around him. That other aspect was rising, creating a sense of energy, and something he had not anticipated—it was causing him to feel the others here.

      Was he in control of that?

      He had seen the others doing something similar, and had thought that they had linked themselves together. Gavin pushed more power out from him, and felt the rippling of it near him. Resistance pressed against him.

      The bralinath trees were resisting him.

      But it wasn’t the bralinath trees that he initially thought. This was not the superficial connection. This was the deep one. It was almost as if the trees were trying to help him, guiding him, telling him to withdraw.

      The ground rumbled again.

      Another of the El’aras got up. Gavin lay there for a moment, and when he felt another rumbling sensation, he started to grow curious. Even concerned.

      The door slammed open. The man staggered in, stumbling and falling next to him. His face was bloodied.

      Somebody had attacked.

      What was going on?
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      As they flew quickly, Jayna noted how strange it was to travel on a flying enchantment. She felt a burst of power all around her, which seemed to be tied not only to the enchantment she had created, but also to the smoke that Eva poured into it. She did not hold back, letting that power flow out of her.

      It worried Jayna, who thought that Eva was perhaps overextending herself, but Eva did not seem to be struggling nearly as much as she had been lately, as if this did not bother her like some of the other things she had been doing.

      The snowy plains passed beneath them, shifting to the forest where the El’aras had been. Jayna had been working with them to chase fragments. They had been providing her with information, and Jayna had helped them with a few different issues they had needed sorcery for.

      Where were they?

      The landscape shifted even more.

      The wind was still cold, but didn’t have the same crisp bite to it. It was almost as if there was warmth that swirled out of the south that joined with the cold air of the north, and together they created a billowing wind that slammed into them. The enchantment struggled for a moment, but then it plowed through the wind.

      They were not quite to Yoran. Jayna had a sense of where she needed to go, and by using her linking spell to track Char, but she had only a vague idea of where he was.

      “How much longer do you think the enchantment will hold out?” Eva asked.

      “If it collapses, you have to lower us to the ground.”

      “I’m using quite a bit of power right now, so protecting you is going to be hard. I’d probably be able to take care of myself, but you might end up as little more than a bloody pulp.”

      “You’re so kind,” Jayna said.

      Eva shrugged. “I’m just telling you the truth.”

      “If I were to fall, I would just protect myself with the magic ball spell, but seeing as how my friend doesn’t want to help me, I probably wouldn’t offer any assistance to her, so maybe you’d be the one who would crash and turn to pulp.”

      “I can only be so lucky.”

      Eva’s gaps in her memory made it so that she still wasn’t entirely sure who or what she was supposed to be. She struggled to make sense of it and tried to fight through those holes in her memories. Those holes had stripped away what had made her Ashara and were the reason she couldn’t change forms as well as she wanted.

      “There’s something here,” Eva said, and she leaned over, focusing on the enchantment. “It’s weird. I felt something when we passed the forest back there, but I didn’t say anything because I wasn’t sure what it was. Up here, though, I feel something similar, and now I see… I don’t know what I see.”

      Jayna looked.

      A circle of strange creatures that resembled birds formed a ring around the area Eva had pointed to.

      Eva frowned. “I feel like I’ve seen these creatures before.”

      “What are they?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know, but we need to move quickly.” Eva was speaking against the wind. Smoke swirled around her, adding to the flying enchantment Jayna had formed from stealing Char’s knowledge.

      The birdlike creatures seemed to pay attention to them. An odd sense came from them, which suggested that there was a bit of power and energy that radiated off the creatures.

      “Oh,” Jayna said, “I don’t like them at all.”

      “I don’t either. What do you suggest?”

      “We should probably just leave—”

      The Toral ring began to constrict violently.

      The ring had not done that for quite some time, other than when she had added fragments to it.

      She shook her hand, and a beam of silver light exploded from the ring, heading straight toward the creatures.

      “What was that about?” Eva asked.

      “Actually, I think that was Ceran. Or, at least, I think that was from Ceran’s fragments. He doesn’t seem to like those creatures either.”

      “Do you think there are fragments among them?”

      Jayna focused. She didn’t feel any sort of the echoing reverberation that she did when she detected fragments, so she didn’t think that was the case, but what if they were dark creatures?

      Could she leave dark creatures as they were?

      Maybe that was a reason Ceran had responded the way he had, and the reason she’d felt his sudden agitation squeezing her finger.

      Another silvery beam of light shot from her ring and struck one of the creatures, which then flapped its wings, only to plummet to the ground.

      Jayna frowned. “Well, that was easier than I expected,” she said. She looked off into the distance, where the other birds had shifted, forming a different pattern.

      “I don’t like the fact that they look to be protecting something,” Eva said.

      The ground didn’t look at all different than any other place. Jayna didn’t have a sense of power from it, only from the birds that circled around it. As she sat atop the enchantment, she began to use a series of spells, adding the Toral power as well. She pushed out the magic ball spell and wrapped it around one of the birds. She attempted to strip away the dark energy, but there wasn’t anything.

      Nothing obvious, at least.

      Jayna yanked on the magic ball spell and had to push a beam of Toral power out of her ring. It went streaking from her, shot into the side of the creature, and freed a fragment. She ripped that fragment free and saw a small, darkened shape that she hurriedly compressed into the magic ball and pulled toward her.

      “Is that part of Ceran?” Eva asked.

      “I don’t know what it is, but it isn’t Ceran.”

      She needed a vessel.

      She grabbed a lump of metal from her pocket and quickly used several trapping spells. Then she added a few more that suddenly flashed in her mind, as if Char knew what she was doing, and she forced that fragment into the box, where it had seemed to solidify.

      “They’re turning toward us,” Eva said.

      “I see it,” Jayna said, holding the fragment in place.

      She decided to try something different and began to pull on the magic ball spell, wondering if maybe she could latch on to two of the birds at one time. As she did, she felt resistance, but it seemed as if the power in the ring reverberated within her, like it wanted her to do this. That was different. Ceran had never responded quite so profoundly to anything she had been doing lately. Then again, she had more of the fragments unified, so maybe there was more of an actual intention behind Ceran now.

      The Toral ring exploded with power.

      Beams of silver light shot out, striking each of the creatures, which freed the fragments from them. She drew those fragments toward her and then stuffed them into the box that she had sat upright.

      “I don’t understand this,” Jayna said, looking over to Eva. “We have fragments here, and it seems like Ceran is actively helping me, or his fragments are. I don’t get why, but I can feel something, though nothing about this makes complete sense to me.”

      “We need to keep moving,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded. Ceran was reacting to something, which troubled her.

      She continued going from bird to bird, ripping the fragments free. It was a slow process, but she managed to peel them away and stuff them into the enchantment.

      “How many more?” Jayna asked, focusing on the box and the birds.

      Each time she shot a beam of silver into the birds, they dropped. These creatures were massive, and they probably would be terrifying if she didn’t have her sorcery or Toral power.

      “I see five more,” Eva said.

      The ring still throbbed on her finger, leaving her hand numb up to her wrist. There had been a time when that was all she had known through the ring, but it had been a long time since she had felt power that way.

      “I think you’d better work quickly,” Eva said. “They’re preparing to leave.”

      Jayna looked up, and Eva was right. The circle was starting to expand.

      She cast a magic ball spell again, using as wide a pattern as she could, and then turned to Eva. “You’re going to have to strengthen this one.”

      “The enchantment may not hold us.”

      “If we crash, then we crash.”

      “I don’t want to crash,” Eva muttered.

      Eva squeezed her hand, and blood began to drip down, before immediately bursting into smoke. She sent that streaming out from her, adding to the spell Jayna had formed.

      Jayna’s Toral connection allowed her to use even more strength, and there came an explosion of power. Beams swept away from her toward the creatures, but the light was not glowing as brightly as before. When the creatures were struck, each one exploded and then collapsed. Jayna could not hold them in the air with her magic ball spell any longer.

      Then she stripped the fragments free. She squeezed them together, compressing them as quickly as she could, and then pulled them toward her. There was a bit of resistance, but she ignored it as she forced them into the box.

      Then there was a shudder within that.

      “Did it work?” Eva asked.

      “Looks like it, but it hurt.”

      “Good. Then we need to land.”

      “Why?” Jayna said.

      “If we don’t land, we’re going to crash.”

      She realized that Eva was right.

      Eva held her hands out to either side of her, bracing as smoke swirled around her. Jayna shifted her power as they dropped, though she didn’t have enough control to do so in a comfortable fashion.

      She wrapped the magic ball spell around her, trying to press it around Eva as well, but she didn’t have enough strength left.

      She didn’t need to.

      Eva had created a billowy pillow of smoke so that when they crashed, they landed near the tree line. Eva dropped on her backside but looked unharmed. Jayna bounced, hitting the ground with a hard, jarring force, and then came to a rolling stop. Everything within her hurt.

      Jayna clutched the box that she’d shoved the fragments into, and she could feel something odd about them. The box trembled.

      “There is an unusual sense of power here,” Eva said. “I don’t care for the way it feels.”

      “Unusual means dangerous,” Jayna said. “And maybe more fragments.”

      “Which means you are going to want to investigate.”

      Jayna shrugged. “Do we have any choice?”
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      Gavin could no longer sit idly by and wait to get answers. Now was the time for him to become the Champion, to be the Chain Breaker, and to do whatever was necessary to get free so he could ensure that whatever had happened to this El’aras man would not happen to him.

      He focused on the bindings. He did not detect any particular area of weakness, but when he had worked with Tristan, he had often felt the same sort of thing. There had usually been no point of weakness when he’d dealt with some of the ways Tristan had tried to hold him. But that hadn’t stopped Gavin. In fact, that had only empowered him, forcing him to find another way.

      So he began to focus, pushing, testing.

      Another rumble came, building with the same intensity as before.

      Power bubbled inside him, different than what he had felt in the past. He reached for it, and the connection to the bralinath trees surged within him.

      That was strange. It was now the second time the trees had attempted to guide him. No, third, since it seemed that the bralinath trees had been the reason he had found his way to the El’aras realm when he had been attacked by the birdlike creatures. Odd.

      The energy built, the trees granting something more to him, and Gavin pushed again.

      The ground trembled.

      Now he began to hear the sounds of fighting.

      It sounded like blade on blade. A shout. Then, perhaps more dangerously, the curious tingling energy that left him feeling like there was magic being used around him. And whatever this magic was happened to be unlike anything he had felt before.

      Gavin pushed one more time, and burst free.

      He sprung to his feet. He didn’t have his blade, but he had fought without a sword many times. What did concern him, though, was that not only did he not have a weapon, but he also didn’t have any means of fighting without drawing on his core reserves or the power that existed here.

      He reached the door and stared off into the darkness beyond it. It was late, though he couldn’t tell how late it was. The air buzzed with energy.

      Gavin started toward the danger, before hesitating. Did he need to stay?

      A dark-robed figure loomed in the shadows.

      The order.

      Of course he needed to stay. If the order was here, then he might be the only one who could confront them. He needed his core reserves, but what he really needed was a weapon.

      Which meant he was going to have to manufacture one. He had a blade of energy that he could summon, and did so.

      The figure stepped toward him, and a surge of power flickered from them.

      A sweep of darkness worked through them, reminding Gavin of what he had encountered when he’d faced dangerous and dark powers in the past.

      Gavin didn’t hesitate. He drove his blade of energy into the figure and forced some of his core reserves into it.

      That power exploded, and the attacker crumpled.

      A faint stir of energy swept out.

      A fragment.

      That was what they were using to strengthen themselves.

      He knew there were others here, as he had the distinct sense of their presence.

      Shouts erupted around him.

      Gavin darted into the darkness, the shouts guiding his movement.

      Another shadowy form appeared. At first, he thought it might be one of the order, but it was a snakelike creature that stood on two legs, with a long tail that stretched behind it, sweeping from side to side and lashing the ground. Magic radiated from this creature, almost as if it were trying to draw on Gavin’s power.

      He honed his blade into an impossibly sharp edge, then rushed forward. He found his way toward the creature by sliding along the ground using one of Imogen’s techniques, and when he reached it, he felt pushed back by a burst of magic.

      Power swirled around.

      He brought his blade up and then swept it down, using a similar technique to what he had seen the El’aras using when they were trying to carve through his connection to the trees. The blade split through that dark, inky power so that Gavin could take a step forward. He drove his glowing blade into the creature’s face. At least, he thought it was the face.

      The snake shrieked, a horrifying sound, and Gavin staggered back, withdrawing his power so that it did not explode in his hands. The creature stumbled and fell.

      It had to be tied to fragments, much like those strange birds had been. He could feel it.

      But what were they doing—and why? Was this all about the order gathering fragments so they could use them, or were they collecting them for another purpose? With the order, it could be anything.

      Chaos crashed around him. He had to try something different.

      He hurried forward, and when he reached the edge of the trees, he felt another burst of energy. This time, the energy struck him as similar to the bralinath power, but some aspect of it was wrong.

      He had the bralinath connection that he could draw on, though this was a different power. If he channeled that ancient bralinath connection, would the order be able to uncover what he was doing?

      But perhaps he didn’t have time.

      He needed to use the bralinath—and the memories they provided.

      He opened himself to that connection. Visions flashed through his mind, bathed in pale bluish light, occasionally tinted with yellow.

      Nothing came that he could use.

      Shapes moved through the trees.

      There were other bralinath trees here, though. That was what was going on—the order had come for the local trees. And he had the sense that the ancient bralinath tree wanted him to help. Was there anything he could do? If the superficial bralinath trees, the newer ones, were somehow bonded to that ancient power, Gavin could see how it might be effective, but he wasn’t sure what that would entail.

      He thought about how he might be able to bind that power, and he gradually, slowly began to bring that energy together.

      And then he linked them.

      The moment that he did, something shifted within the power that was around him.

      It seemed to change, drawing down, drawing away, until that bralinath power—at least the superficial bralinath power Gavin had been feeling ever since coming into this land—began to twist, draining, folding.

      The ancient trees were pulling it away.

      Gavin darted forward, still connected to the ancient trees. The safety he had added through the connection to the deeper, more ancient bralinath trees would provide him a benefit, but it was a benefit he didn’t know he could hold on to, or whether there would be any way for him to withstand what was happening here.

      There were people in the trees.

      He reached a cluster of three. Most of the order were nameless fighters. Not all, though. It was almost as if they sent sacrifices at him. Perhaps they used sacrifices to try to learn what techniques he might attempt, and to discover what he could do with that power.

      He flew toward the nearest one, driving his blade into them. Pushing the bralinath power into the person, he twisted and felt some resistance against him. And then it faded.

      He backed away. There were still two of the order, and they stood on either side of him, ready for him, but Gavin was ready for them as well. They had fragmented power, he knew, and he wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to counter them. It would be no different than anything else he’d done, only with what he had seen from the order and their magical ability, they might be able to overpower him.

      He drove his blade into the next attacker, though they grabbed on to it and locked eyes with him.

      Could they really overpower him?

      An idea came to him. As he was pushed backward, he split the blade of energy into two, and the man cried out. Gavin pulled the blade free, ripping the man open.

      That had been more brutal than he had intended, but he had found a weakness. They could heal a puncture wound and recover from magical attacks, but they couldn’t survive getting carved in half.

      There weren’t many who could.

      Gavin pushed power out of his blade, creating something like a star shape on the end of it, and drove that into the next one.

      The person collapsed.

      He looked around. There was no one else here. He started to back away, hearing the sound of fighting in the trees, though he didn’t know where it was coming from.

      He needed to find them, so he followed the sounds.

      The El’aras were gathered in a clearing. The man who had captured Gavin was surrounded by nearly a dozen of the order. Gavin had never seen so many of them in one place.

      But now he knew what to do—guard whatever fragments these El’aras protected from the order.

      And he hoped they would be strong enough.
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      Gavin threw himself forward. He didn’t want to wait, as surprise was his main advantage. He drew on the power of the bralinath trees and created two blades that he then split, forming that same starlike shape on the ends of each, and jammed them into the first two of the order he reached. He yanked the swords back out, watching as the two fell. He jumped, landed in front of another, and drove the blades into them.

      The El’aras started to fight.

      Gavin wouldn’t be able to do this on his own. He needed the El’aras to add to what he was doing, and was thankful that they realized he was here to help.

      At least for now.

      He needed help, and these were El’aras. For all his talk about how he was not one of the El’aras, when it came down to it, he still recognized that he was connected to them in ways he was not connected to others.

      He focused on his core reserves and on the power of the bralinath trees, linking the pair of energies together, and formed a beam that he pushed out from his hands. This time, the blade took on a longer, slightly curved appearance.

      That was odd, as he had not intended that. The only thing he had thought to do was push out that power and create something that would be useful against the order.

      Gavin spun, driving another blade of energy into the next one. As he had done before, he split the band of power and sent it ripping through them, tearing them apart. When he pulled the blade out, he stabbed it into another, moving from one to the next.

      His next attack was blocked. As was his next.

      Three of the order converged on Gavin, having recovered. He knew they could compensate quickly for different types of power and easily adjust their fighting styles. And somehow, they all seemed to be of a similar skill level as him.

      The El’aras were fighting near him.

      He had slowed the attack, but for how long?

      Gavin paused for a moment, creating the tree pattern, connecting to the ancient El’aras power he felt deep within him that bridged him here. He could feel that energy flowing, and he had to hope that he could use it to channel even more power so he could link to the tree. That would possibly allow him to defend against everything the order tried to do to him.

      Some of that bralinath power flowed. Some connection resisted him.

      Gavin pulled on his connection, attempting to overpower them. He managed to push several of the order back, though he had to deflect beams of power that were trying to cut through his protections.

      He surveyed everything around him.

      Then he saw him.

      Arinath.

      He was standing off to the side with darkness in his gaze, but he was not approaching, nor was he doing anything to suggest that he was even trying to get involved in the fight. He was merely observing. Watching, learning, and getting ready, Gavin suspected.

      He was the real threat.

      Arinath was using this fragmented power, though Gavin wasn’t exactly sure how. He had seen the order and how they quickly shifted when they recognized fighting styles. He had no idea what fragment would allow that, unless…

      Unless they were borrowing memories the same way he borrowed memories from the bralinath trees.

      Fragments allowed some to look into the past.

      But not all. The Porapeth fragment that Imogen possessed allowed her to look into the future.

      What did that mean for him?

      The order was too powerful. He saw how they adjusted, but more than that, he felt something. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was feeling, only that the energy that came from the order, the sense of magic that radiated from them, was greater than Gavin had felt before. It was considerable.

      The El’aras were free to fight, and though they were skilled, they were facing the order, which had proven more than capable of combating not only the El’aras, but anyone else with magical abilities.

      Gavin had to help.

      He had to get through this line of the order, and he wasn’t going to do it with his different fighting styles. He had tried to use them when he thought he knew how he might be able to summon the power necessary to overwhelm them. The time that he had tried to shift fighting styles, the order had shifted too, compensating for what Gavin did by recognizing the fighting style and knowing how to defend against it. He was no longer surprised at how quickly they learned, either through recognizing his patterns or by simply having trained as much as Gavin had—or perhaps more.

      The only style they had not been able to master was that of the Leier. Gavin defaulted to that technique often because it was one they had not managed to learn. At least, not yet.

      He shifted and used Imogen’s techniques to slide toward one of the attackers, bringing his beam blade up in a quick arc while using the lightning pattern. He crashed it back down like an axe that he slammed into the attacker. The sudden change in movement was enough that he caught the attacker off guard and cut through them.

      An opening formed, and he flowed into it, needing to get to the El’aras.

      The El’aras were drawing on the bralinath power, but it wouldn’t be enough. Gavin could tell that much. He used his own bralinath connection, but that combined power did not seem as if it had nearly enough potency to be able to handle what was coming.

      They would be overwhelmed.

      An El’aras fell.

      Gavin cried out, but one of the order was there, driving an odd-looking triangular enchantment down into the El’aras.

      He felt a shift.

      They were calling on the El’aras fragment?

      Gavin had no idea what was going on, and no idea how they were able to even do that. The fact that they could draw on the power of a deceased El’aras, and the fragment, so immediately was horrifying.

      As was the idea that they might try to do the same thing to him. If they did…

      He might be used against his friends. At least, his fragment’s power might be.

      He had to get out of here.

      Another El’aras was killed. They were getting slaughtered.

      And Gavin could not stop it.

      One by one, the El’aras who had held him captive fell to the order. He tried to cut through the attackers nearest him, but there were too many enchantments that created a barrier between them, and though Gavin battled his way forward, he wasn’t able to reach them. He fought, but it was futile.

      The El’aras continued to fall.

      These were his people. He should be able to save them.

      And given that he had sensed that they were connected to the bralinath trees, he couldn’t help but feel as if they should’ve also been able to protect themselves.

      But they had not.

      Gavin let out a furious scream, driving his blade through another enchantment just as the last of the El’aras collapsed. Someone in the order thrust the same enchantment down into the El’aras, and Gavin could feel the shift of power again as the fragment flowed away from them.

      Through it all, Arinath just watched.

      It seemed to Gavin that Arinath didn’t even mind sacrificing several of the order to find answers about what Gavin and the rest were capable of. He watched with something of a disinterested appraisal.

      Gavin needed help. Allies. That was the reason he had come here.

      He twisted again, splitting his blade. With a sharp thrust, he jammed it toward the midsection of one of the order, but they caught it and then began to absorb the power of the blade. It surprised him that they were able to do that, though it seemed as if the power within the bralinath trees allowed him to pull it back and retreat.

      He sensed the dragon circling overhead. He could flee to the dragon, but the order would likely follow.

      Gavin knew he couldn’t stay here. He was overmatched, which was not something he would often say. As he saw the slaughtered El’aras, he wondered what he could do.

      Arinath turned to him. He was holding a sword.

      Gavin’s sword.

      He looked down at it. “This? What an interesting blade.”

      “It’s not a weapon for someone like you,” Gavin said.

      “No? Well, perhaps it is not a weapon for someone like you either.”

      Arinath traced his fingers along the blade, and Gavin couldn’t tell what he did, only that power crackled from him. The moment that it did, something about the sword began to change. The blade shattered, pieces of metal shooting off in a debris field.

      Gavin stood motionless for a long moment.

      What had just happened?

      He would not have expected that Arinath would be able to destroy the blade.

      But what was more, it seemed as if Arinath was pulling on some sort of power. Not just some sort, Gavin realized. He was pulling on the power that had erupted from Gavin’s sword.

      He had to focus on his own bralinath connection, and he tried to reach for the power that was there, knowing it was crucial, but he wasn’t sure he could do anything more than what he’d already done.

      And through it all he felt the bralinath power around him fading.

      He could do nothing against somebody like this. Not trapped as he was.

      He had two options, as he saw it. He could try to get a hold of the dragon, using the lightning pattern to carry him up to it, and hope they could fly fast enough. That was likely, given what he had seen of the dragon in the past, though he still worried about the order following them.

      The other possibility involved using the bralinath connection and folding with it. It might lure some of the order with him, but he would probably be stronger there when he did.

      “You have failed to progress,” Arinath said. His voice was soft, almost willowy, and there was danger in it. Gavin heard the threat buried within the words.

      “Well, not all of us have spent our days trying to think of ways of ruling the world,” Gavin said, still holding on to the beam of power, readying to fight and thinking about ways he might use the tree pattern to target Arinath.

      “You misunderstand our intention,” Arinath said. “We merely seek a natural alignment.”

      “You intend to fight the natural alignment.”

      Arinath had not attempted to push through Gavin’s barricade, though Gavin didn’t know if he was even strong enough. For his part, the bralinath tree pattern that he had formed created something like a massive trunk that encased him, with a root system that spread out beneath him and anchored him. The roots stretched toward the other bralinath trees, and perhaps more importantly, they somehow connected to the ancient trees that he had shifted over to the other realm. The branches that arced overhead created some other aspect of magic that he thought he might be able to take advantage of, and Gavin wondered if he might even be able to use something more. It was that arcing power that he thought was going to be the key to how he could press outward, and could use that to find something different.

      “For those of you who have spent so little time around the different energies in the world, it is not surprising that you would feel that way,” Arinath said. “There are different energies that exist in the world, and we who have studied such things understand that there is a natural order to them that must be followed. And there is a natural order to what should not be, as well.”

      Gavin smiled. “No, you remind me of the Society in some regard. Maybe an older version, but still the Society, in that you seem to believe that only specific individuals have access to the kinds of powers that exist in the world. And you want to be in control of who does, and how they do it. Do I have that generally right?”

      Arinath said nothing as he watched him.

      But Gavin felt for what he was doing.

      The deep, almost overwhelming sense of bralinath power worked through him.

      It might be a fragment of power—but it was one that Gavin still controlled.

      “You’re going to have to try harder than that,” Gavin said.

      “Why do I have to try at all?” Arinath asked. He swept his gaze around. “You have been useful, Chain Breaker,” he said, adding Gavin’s title with a sneer, “in that you have been consolidating aspects of that power, though you probably don’t even know what you have been doing.”

      Gavin wanted to argue that he did know what he was doing, but doing so meant admitting not only that did he know what he was doing, but that he was also doing something intentionally that would lead to danger he needed to avoid. At this point, he started to question whether he did actually know what he was doing.

      “Once I have you, then I will use you to bring the others into the fold,” Arinath said.

      “I’m not going to convince anybody to betray the cause,” Gavin said.

      “How much do you think others will fight when they know that the Chain Breaker has fallen?”

      Gavin thought they would fight regardless of him. Imogen would, and so would her Leier, and he knew they would put up a valiant effort. And more than that, he didn’t think they would struggle against the dangers.

      But what of the others within Yoran? His council?

      They would fight as well. Gavin knew it. He had seen it, felt it, and he was confident that the defenses of the city would create some sort of barricade against the order, but for how long?

      Without him…

      Arinath wasn’t wrong in that Gavin’s absence would create a void.

      The man watched, and he seemed completely at ease, as if he did not fear what Gavin might try. It was entirely possible that he didn’t fear Gavin because he had not posed much of a threat to the order or to what they were doing. Rather, Gavin was a barrier, but not a stout one.

      Gavin shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. But you’re obviously worried about this, since you came here.”

      “We did not come for the El’aras,” Arinath said.

      “Then for me?”

      Gavin had wanted allies. The El’aras would not be able to help him anymore, which meant that he now had to find Jayna on his own.

      “For more than even you, Chain Breaker.”

      He held on to bralinath connection, focusing on that power, and he could feel some bit of that distant, ancient connection that bubbled up within him. It was there—faint, but definitely there. As Gavin focused, he tried to make that connection, feeling for what he would need to do to draw that power through him.

      And then he folded.
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      Eva looked down at the circle created by the creatures. They had all fallen in that circle, as if they were forming a pattern even as they collapsed. “Why do I get the sense that I’m missing something?”

      She hadn’t reached for any more of her smoke magic, and Jayna wasn’t sure how much power Eva had remaining. She had been using so much, expending so much of herself that Jayna feared she had overdone it. It wouldn’t be the first time that she had come close to overdoing it and nearly died from the effort.

      When Jayna didn’t say anything, Eva said, “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m doing just fine.” She looked around, her eyes narrowing for a moment, and then she took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      She needed fire, Jayna knew.

      They didn’t have time for that. There were plenty of trees here, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to burn them quite yet.

      “Ceran helped this time,” Jayna said, troubled by it.

      “Maybe because you’ve been acting too helpless these days,” Eva said.

      Jayna snorted. “Maybe that’s all it is.”

      She looked at the birds. Up close, they were enormous. They looked almost as large as any wolf, but had giant leathery wings and were a nearly inky black. They radiated a sense of energy, even though they were dead.

      Eva licked her fingertips and let a bit of smoke stream from them. “I can feel something here. I can’t quite tell what it is.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like this before. Where do you think they came from?” Jayna asked.

      “Well, we have dealt with many different dark creatures over the years.”

      “Most of the time they are creatures we’ve seen before.”

      “Either you or I,” Eva agreed.

      “But this is something else. And it seemed to be focused here.”

      As Jayna stepped forward, she had a vague sense of power. She crafted a detection spell, sending it to layer over what was spread out from her, and as she did, she couldn’t tell what was here. Only that there was something persistent pressing out from her.

      She looked over at Eva. “I don’t suppose you can detect anything here?”

      Smoke swirled from Eva, not nearly as potent as it had before. “Nothing useful, though there’s a bit of an entity that lingers.”

      Jayna attempted to push some of her detection spell onto the creatures, but it didn’t work. She could not pick up on anything. Just a strange sensation, but one that she could not find the source of.

      “What do you want to do with them?” Eva asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe we leave them alone.”

      Eva was watching her, and Jayna realized that she was going to have to explain.

      “We might be able to learn something about these things.”

      “Even if power lingers in them?” Eva said.

      Jayna let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe we can’t, then. Unless we can secure them.”

      “Do you think you can?”

      “I should be able to anchor the magic ball spell here. Then we could come back. And if we need to, then we can destroy it. After we do that, then we make a stop.”

      “Where?” Eva asked, looking irritated.

      “Nelar,” Jayna said. “Something Char said stuck with me. Telluminder has been involved, and I feel like you need to get back there to ask questions. And I figured you wouldn’t mind visiting with Topher.”

      Eva’s expression soured even more, though only briefly. She shook her head. “You have to stop trying to make that happen.”

      “You know he can be a little bit—”

      “Of a pain in the ass,” Eva finished.

      “Now, don’t be like that,” Jayna chided. “He’s kind.”

      “And little more than a boy. And you keep trying to enable him.”

      “He’s the one who helped us communicate.”

      “As if you needed him to help with that,” Eva said.

      “Well, I did need some help with communication. Without Topher and his enchantments, I’m not sure we would’ve been able to connect over the distances we had.”

      “I don’t know if that’s exactly true,” Eva said. “Because without Topher, you would’ve gone to one of the other dular and found another way of connecting.” Her expression finally softened a little bit. “I will go and visit with him. Besides, he can be pretty, but pretty can be annoying as well.”

      “Just keep him in line,” Jayna said.

      “You know him as well as I do. I think with that boy, there is no keeping him in line.”

      Jayna reached into her pocket and grabbed a different block, and quickly set to work creating an enchantment.

      “He’s going to be pleased that your skill has improved,” Eva said as Jayna worked.

      “Topher?”

      “Not him. The sorcerer.”

      “I’m not concerned about what Char says about my skill,” Jayna said.

      “We both know that’s not true,” Eva said. “You never liked the idea that he was better than you. You don’t like the idea that anyone could be better than you.”

      “I still have things to learn,” Jayna said.

      “Do you?” Eva asked, and then she laughed. “That surprises me.”

      “Would you stop?”

      Eva chuckled again. “I’d like you to hurry up. I’m getting tired of waiting on you to build these enchantments. You’re so slow with it.”

      Jayna shook her head. “Now you’ve decided to become a real pain for me.”

      “Oh, we both know that’s not true. I’ve always been a real pain for you.”

      They sat in silence while Jayna worked to gradually form the enchantment, until she had it all aligned. Creating an enchantment involved using a connection to sorcery, but it also involved the specific carving of a pattern. At least with sorcery enchantments. She had learned to make them long before, but was slowly getting better with them.

      When she finished, she added power to it, and it began to expand.

      The enchantment was designed to fly. Once she and Eva climbed onto it, they took to the air, which gave her an opportunity to look down at the forest below her.

      “You detect it as well?” Jayna asked.

      “I detect something. I’m not sure if there is anything I should be picking up on, only that there seems to be some residual energy.”

      “That’s what I’m feeling. And I don’t know quite why.”

      “Perhaps it is a lack of familiarity with it?” Eva asked.

      Jayna wasn’t sure if that was it or not. “I don’t know. Maybe so. Or maybe it’s just that I’m aware there’s some power here, but not aware of this kind of power or what it’s for.”

      Eva stayed quiet.

      They reached Nelar late.

      As they began to descend, Jayna looked down. Nelar had always been an interesting place for her. There was a lingering sense of the dular magic that existed in the city. Different types of enchantments mingled together, each of the dular granting a unique potential. The seven great houses that created the central part of the city loomed toward her, and then out from there, the phosphorescent moss that covered most of the buildings left everything with a lovely glow.

      It had been a long time since she’d been here, long enough that she no longer felt like it was her home. When she had traveled here in the past, she had always felt as if some part of her was connected to it, as though she could actually have a home of her own once again. Now that she’d been off doing things for as long as she had, Jayna did not feel that way anymore. And what was strange was that Eva now felt much the same as well, that it was no longer her home either.

      “What do you think we should do first?” Eva asked.

      “I’m still not exactly sure what that one needs from us.”

      “Gavin? Well, it really depends on what kind of danger he’s in now.”

      Which was part of the reason she wanted to come to Nelar, as she believed that there was something here, but she wasn’t sure she would know what it was without getting to the source—and that source happened to be Telluminder. Telluminder had always been good to Jayna, and he had been honest with her, even when he didn’t always agree with her. She hoped that was still the case. Then again, it had been a long time since she had spoken to him.

      They headed into the city, pausing for a moment near the outpost. The old Society outpost was an ancient building, likely El’aras in origin, that had been occupied by the Society when they had still been in the city. There was something about the outpost that felt off, though Jayna couldn’t quite place what it was. Eva put it into words for her.

      “There was power here, and it’s a different kind of power than I have ever felt,” Eva said. “Not sorcery, but not anything else.” She frowned. “And it’s been rebuilt. What do you think happened here?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “Neither can I.”

      Well, that’s perfectly helpful,” Jayna said.

      “I’m not trying to make this difficult, I’m just saying that I can feel something here, but I can’t tell you what it is, nor can I tell you why I feel it.” Eva used some of her smoke magic, letting it pour out of her. “I cannot tell anything.”

      Jayna couldn’t either, which she supposed was a good thing. She had been testing everything around them, thinking that maybe there would be something she would pick up on, but so far had not.

      They made their way out through the city, and she was reminded of the first time she had come to Nelar with Eva, how they had wandered, spending quite a bit of time working their way through the streets and exploring. More than that, she thought of just how comforting it had always been to have Eva with her as an ally, who helped her when she needed it. In this case, she wondered if Eva felt the same way.

      Eva looked over and said nothing, though Jayna had the distinct sense that Eva had a pretty good idea about what she was thinking.

      “We could always go to one of the taverns,” Eva suggested.

      “I thought the issue was more a matter of hurrying it up,” Jayna said.

      “Oh, I’m sure it is, but sometimes a nice drink goes over well.”

      Jayna rolled her eyes. “You and drinks.”

      “As if you don’t enjoy the wine.”

      They kept going, and as they made their way through the city, they passed the central part where there were seven dular merchant homes belonging to those who ruled Nelar. At one point, one of the homes had been destroyed, but in the time that they had been away, the home had been fully rebuilt, with expediency that left Jayna marveling. It was faster than she would’ve expected any sorcerer to be able to build, but that was the skill of the dular.

      “I remember the time when we dealt with the Sul’toral here,” Jayna said.

      “It was a dark time,” Eva said.

      “Because you were tempted to leave me?”

      Eva looked up. “I did leave you.”

      “Not for long,” Jayna said. “And you eventually returned.”

      “You’re lucky that I did.”

      Jayna chuckled. “I’m not going to dispute that. I am lucky that you did. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

      “Probably died more than once, but maybe we don’t have to talk about that,” Eva said. “Let’s get this over with.” Smoke swirled from her.

      By the time they reached the dular section where some of the poorer people frequented, phosphorescent light from the moss on the buildings began to fill the area around her with a glow.

      The city itself was comfortable to her. It had been a home in a way that few places were. Jayna had traveled for so long on behalf of Ceran that she had not really had a home for a long time. Now that she was here, however, she was reminded of what it felt like to have a place that seemed hers, even if it really was not. She allowed herself to breathe out, feeling as though there was something to it that was familiar and comfortable, and maybe even something that should provide her with answers that she hadn’t been able to get otherwise.

      “Is it just me, or does something feel not quite right?” she asked.

      “We haven’t been here in a long time,” Eva said, “so that’s probably all it is.”

      “Maybe that’s it. Or maybe I’ve been around different fragments and dark creatures for so long”—she glanced over to Eva—“as well as you, that I no longer know what things are supposed to feel like.”

      Eva scowled at her. “You were lucky to be around me.”

      Jayna smiled at that. In many ways, she really was.

      She paused for a moment and placed several quick detection spells so she might be able to pick up on the strangeness that was here, and try to understand if there was some undercurrent of power that would help her realize why she felt the energy. Unfortunately, even using a detection spell did not provide her with any answer.

      It was just an emptiness.

      Maybe that was what it was—she was accustomed to having sorcery around her in Nelar, and there were no sorcerers here any longer. Perhaps there wouldn’t be ever again, especially as the dular had taken on a much greater role and had claimed the city as their own. With Char now having a more important position within the Society, the dular were left alone in ways they had not been before. She should be thankful for that. And in many respects, Jayna was, but it was still unnerving to her.

      She released her magic, and there was a part of her that was tempted to use her Toral ring, but even in that, she didn’t sense any real reason to do that.

      There was no danger here.

      “The city is safe,” she said softly.

      “You don’t have to sound disappointed,” Eva said.

      “I’m not. I guess I’m just feeling a little useless.”

      “It’s not useless. It’s having a place where you can settle, have a quiet life, and not be fighting.” Eva shrugged. “It’s okay not to fight all the time, Jayna. I get it. You’re good at it. But is that what you want for yourself?”

      Jayna breathed out slowly, heavily. “I don’t know if you know, but I have given a lot of thought about what I want to do after this is over. After I collect the last of the Ceran fragments and unify him again.” She didn’t even know if such a thing was possible, though there was a part of her that thought her pursuit of Ceran and his fragments was the right thing to do. Still, there was also a part of her that wondered if it was dangerous. “But what then? I mean, I can always chase dark sorcerers and more fragments, but what if I don’t need to?”

      “Then you get to figure out what you want to do.”

      “I probably should’ve done that before now,” Jayna said.

      “Probably,” Eva agreed.

      Jayna snorted. “What about you? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to find a pretty boy, and then I’m going to build a fire, and I’m going to settle in with several bottles of wine.”

      “Sounds to me like you’ve already got your plan.”

      “Oh, I know how to relax, Jayna.”

      And maybe that was Jayna’s issue. She did not know how to relax.

      All she knew was that having the city be quiet and not having anything to fear left her uneasy, but it also left her feeling as if that uneasiness was her own issue, and not anything dangerous.

      She turned to Eva. “Why don’t we go back home.”

      “Are you ready?”

      Jayna forced a smile. “I am.”

      Eva watched her, as though she knew the truth in that lie.
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      Gavin stepped free, pain blooming within him from the folding, yet this time there was almost a residual connection to the other realm that remained. The order tried to hold on to it and keep that connection open.

      He pulled to try to close it, but he realized that he didn’t need to, as the bralinath tree he had emerged near was doing so for him. That tree’s energy was far more potent than his, and it had the ability to draw even more power than he did.

      As that tree began to pull, calling power, there was another ripple, and three of the order emerged.

      Gavin hadn’t been fully ready for their sudden appearance, but he could tell they hadn’t been ready for it either.

      When they suddenly appeared, he drew upon the power he felt in this realm, which was far more than what he could draw on otherwise. With it, he formed a massive, thick, blazing beam of energy between his hands and used it to strike the first attacker. Turning to the next, he drove the beam up through their throat, and by then the third one had recovered from their surprise at arriving in this realm.

      They managed to summon a thin blade, but Gavin carved through it, sweeping his own energy beam until it shattered the blade. Then he thrust his sword up into the man’s face.

      As quickly as that, the rest of the order were down.

      He paused. Why was it so much easier to fight them here? The power the order possessed was considerable, but was it considerable in all places? Could the fragments have been changed by the transition, or was there something else to it? Maybe what the order really chased was a way to channel power in all places so it would grant them the strength they wanted.

      He looked up at the towering tree. It seemed to have grown even more than the last time he had been here, now stretching high into the sky, with pale blue branches that gave off the light that existed here. Leaves formed on those branches, and they seemed to twist and move, as if they were catching some breeze that Gavin could not feel.

      He had drawn some of the order here.

      What if he were to return and then bring more here? He had taken three of them down easier than he had in the other realm, so if he were to bring more to this place, could he cut them down just as easily?

      If so, then opening some sort of a pathway between this place and the other might be all that he needed to do to overwhelm them. He would have access to more power than what he had otherwise, and he might be able to defeat them. These fragments might link power between them, which would change things for Gavin. Might strengthen him.

      Perhaps even stop Arinath.

      At some point, Gavin was going to have to take him on, and more than that, he was going to have to find a way to overpower him. So far, Gavin had not faced him directly, having gone through others of the order. He didn’t know what kind of power Arinath had of his own.

      Maybe more than what Gavin possessed.

      But he also didn’t know how safe it was for him to open a channel between here and the other realm while the order was there. If he were to do so, it would give Arinath the opportunity to find some way to take the power of these bralinath trees and use it for his own purposes.

      Gavin could stay here, but he feared that it might endanger others who needed him to fight on their behalf. He refused to allow something to happen to his friends because he was not there for them. He didn’t want to fold back into the other realm while the order was still there, however.

      The only other possibility was to travel from this bralinath tree to the other, and emerge where he had entered in the first place. When he had been in the prison realm, he and Gaspar and Jayna had all been able to travel easily between places. Could he do the same thing now? Would he end up running in circles the way he had in the prison realm? Could he even get to the other bralinath tree?

      Gavin began to feel for the other tree. A sense of it was there.

      Remarkably, unlike when he had been in the prison realm, he didn’t feel an absence of power. There was actual power still here, and he could hold on to it, drawing it through, using it to strengthen himself, and adding to his core reserves so he didn’t have to worry about fading while moving.

      Gavin paused. He focused, pressing downward, and realized there was a network of power underneath the ground. It seemed to connect between the two trees, as if the roots had joined together, twisting and twining in a way that allowed power from one to flow to another. The landscape here had opened up, and there were long, comforting grasses that flowed all around him. There were no creatures, not as there had been in the prison realm. There were no signs of life other than the imagined bralinath trees that Gavin could visualize in his mind. Everything about this place felt as if the realm had been completely abandoned at some point, and perhaps it had.

      He started off again, following the energy he felt, and he finally reached the other tree. He paused for a moment, focusing on the tree, and then he used the connection and his ability to fold.

      He was ready for anything.

      But there was no sign of the order.

      The only things that were here were the remains of those black, leathery-winged creatures that had been slaughtered by something. He was still curious as to what had happened here and how. Could the dragon have done that?

      With that thought, he detected the dragon hurtling toward him.

      Once it landed, he said, “I think it’s time that we go back.”

      Though he knew the dragon couldn’t speak to him, it always seemed as if it understood what he was saying. They took off, streaking quickly through the sky. Gavin still had the connection to those deep and ancient bralinath trees, and through that connection, he felt more power flowing to him than he had in quite some time. It seemed to be a stronger connection, where he did not need to hold on to it the same way he had before.

      As soon as they started to pass the forest and Yoran came into view, the dragon started to slow. Imogen could be back by now. He hadn’t even considered trying to reach her through the enchantment, though perhaps he should have. He pulled it out, tapped on it, and spoke into it, but there was no response.

      Gavin brought the dragon down to the ground, and he looked over to the city. It was late, lights were glowing, and there was a distinct sense of energy all around him.

      He started to walk, and he hadn’t gone far when a shadowy figure separated from a nearby building and strode toward him. Gavin braced himself, immediately summoning a beam of light and preparing to fight, when he recognized the figure.

      He did not release the power, though.

      “A new trick? I haven’t seen you use anything quite like that before.” Davel Chan asked as he stepped toward Gavin. He didn’t seem concerned about the beam of light, and in fact even had his hands settled at his sides, though he was heavily enchanted, so it was possible that Davel thought he wasn’t in any danger from Gavin’s magic. It was also possible that he wasn’t in any danger.

      Gavin released the power. “I sort of lost my sword.”

      “A fighter losing a sword? Don’t you feel like it’s a part of you?”

      Gavin shrugged. There was a time when he had never even carried a sword. When he had first come to Yoran, he’d still believed that he didn’t need a long blade like that, as he had far more effective means of fighting. He had his knives, and he had his fists, which were usually the most important parts of what he did. But coming to Yoran had taught him how to open up to his core reserves and use that in a magical sense, and acquiring the El’aras blade had opened up something else for him.

      In the past, Gavin would’ve said that losing the blade would be devastating because it carried a connection to El’aras magic and seemed to link him to something greater. It signaled that he was a Champion. The Champion. Without it, he supposed that maybe he was no longer the Champion.

      “The sword was a part of me.”

      Davel frowned, watching Gavin for a long moment, before sweeping his gaze around the city. “So you did run into trouble like I heard.”

      “You heard that, did you?”

      “That sword master came back. Word gets around,” Davel said.

      “Well, I managed to get out.”

      “I think most expected that of you.”

      “It was a close thing,” Gavin admitted. “The order attacked.”

      “That’s not what she said.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said it was the El’aras.”

      Gavin took a deep breath. For so long, he had told himself that he wasn’t one of the El’aras, and then he had been taken in by Anna and her people. They had claimed that he was a part of them, and that he was the Champion. And now he had watched many of them die.

      Worse, he had watched the order take fragments from those same El’aras.

      They had been slaughtered, and he had been unable to do anything.

      Some Champion.

      “Well, I’m going to need to go out to talk with her and the others, as I feel like we need to figure out what we’re going to do,” Gavin said.

      “Why do you need to figure that out?” Davel asked. “You’ve tried to draw them in, and that hasn’t worked. You’ve tried chasing them, and… Well, that was even worse. So what else do you think you can do?”

      “That’s just it. The problem is I don’t really know what I need to do with them. I know what they are after—power—but I don’t know how to keep them from it.”

      “Have you figured out what kind of power they’re after?” Davel said.

      “From what I can tell, they are after all kinds.”

      “So you want to find some way to keep them from it, which involves the type of magic you don’t have access to, and you think you need to do something that will help prevent them from getting here.”

      “Exactly,” Gavin said.

      “And your scholar friend hasn’t come up with anything.”

      Gavin snorted. “You don’t have to sound so amused by it.”

      “Amused? Who said I was amused? All I’m saying is that it’s unfortunate that you don’t have an answer. And I feel like you are going to keep looking until you find something.”

      “I have no choice but to.”

      “Well, keep them away from the city,” Davel snapped.

      “I don’t think they’re interested in this city. We’ve dealt with others that were, but the order is only after something else.”

      “The girl.”

      Gavin sighed. “I thought so, but now I’m not entirely sure.”

      “Just because they came after you doesn’t mean they can’t still be after the girl. They could be after you to get to her. Come on, Chain Breaker. You are smarter than that.”

      Gavin started to laugh. “Don’t give me too much credit.”

      “Oh, trust me, I’m not, but I do know that you’re smart enough to not get caught up in overlooking things.” He looked around. “Think of what you’ve done here. How much you have established here. How much you have helped things grow. I’m not going to take that credit away from you.”

      “I’d love to build something that doesn’t die,” Gavin said.

      “Why does it have to die?”

      “Everything I’ve done lately has died.”

      “Places like this will live on,” Davel said. “You have to actively cultivate what you want. If you let it go, then it falls apart.”

      Gavin looked off into the city. He could feel something, though he didn’t know if that was tied to the bralinath trees, the ancient and powerful energy he had discovered, or something else.

      He took a deep breath and let it out as he nodded to Davel. “Thanks for the talk.”

      “I didn’t feel like we did anything here.”

      “Oh, we didn’t, not really, but I have been trying to figure out what I need to do next, and maybe the key is to keep looking for information about what I’ve been doing to get a better sense of how to deal with everything I’ve already seen.”

      Gavin needed to talk to Anna about what he had encountered, and he needed to tell her about the other El’aras. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to say to her. He worried about her response, especially given how she had reacted when he had been with her before. She had not cared for what he had done with the power of the elders, but if it had protected them…

      Had it, though?

      Gavin didn’t know. What was more, he wasn’t sure if there was anything he could do that would have protected them, based on what he had seen the order doing.

      By the time he found his way through the city and to the part the El’aras had taken over, he had readied himself for what he was going to say to Anna. He would apologize for what had happened and for his role in it.

      What he wasn’t ready for was that the El’aras section was empty.

      There was no one patrolling the streets. There was no one who followed him. There was no one at all.

      The entire district was empty. It was as if everyone had suddenly abandoned it.

      What was going on?

      Gavin tapped on his enchantment and called to Anna. There was no response. He tried again, and again there was no response.

      She had left?

      So much for the protections that he wanted from the El’aras. Protections that would be tied to the city.

      But now what?

      He looked around. Someone must’ve seen them leave. He needed to get to the rest of the council. And not just to the council, but his people. His friends. His team.

      That was what he was going to need so he could figure out how to stop the order.

      He was tired, though. Having fought as much as he had for as long as he had, Gavin was exhausted. So he decided that rather than going to find Anna to talk about the El’aras, he would take the opportunity to get some rest, and then he could go after them.

      Well, rest, but a mug of ale first.
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      The inside of the Dragon was abuzz with activity.

      As Gavin looked around, he recognized all the familiar faces. The powerful, who he had placed on Yoran’s council, were all gathered here. There were the enchanters, led by Zella, who sat at her table with several others, including Mekel. A stone golem rested on the table next to him. The sorcerers were represented by a tall, slender woman with curly black hair, though Gavin didn’t know her. He recognized her robes, however. He wondered where Char was, and he worried about what his absence might mean. Davel and the constables were seated near a wall, as they often were. And then there was Gaspar, who was at a table with Imogen and the rest of her Leier.

      Gavin was responsible for all of this. This was his council. This was who was going to protect the city. He was prepared for what he might need to do and how he might be able to offer additional elements of protection.

      He sat near the back, hands gripping the table, an untouched mug of ale resting next to him. There was Wrenlow, who was reading a book full of his notes while glancing over and smiling at Olivia from time to time, though the two of them often just whispered to each other as he continued to make additional notes.

      Conversation inside the Dragon continued to build. Some of the people turned toward him, and others ignored him altogether.

      There was a part of Gavin that started to question whether he even needed to be here or whether his presence was little more than a distraction. It wasn’t his intention to be a distraction, but there was a part of him that wondered if maybe he was, just because he was the Chain Breaker.

      He talked with some of them about additional protections, and Gavin worked briefly before realizing that he didn’t have to do anything.

      Gaspar came over and leaned on the table. “You need some rest, boy.”

      “You know how he is,” a familiar voice said from behind Gavin. Jessica placed a hand on his shoulder, and he frowned at her. “Gavin doesn’t want to rest. He claims he doesn’t need it.”

      “Most of the time,” he said.

      “Can’t have you exhausted,” Gaspar said. “We need you to be prepared for this.”

      “And what is this?” Gavin asked.

      “We’ve got the order chasing whatever it is they’re chasing, and all of this business that you think they’re after when it comes to the fragments, so don’t we need to be prepared?”

      “Well, I think we are prepared, and to be honest, they haven’t even come after the city.”

      That was the part of all of this that had been bothering Gavin, and it left him feeling as if there was something he was overlooking. He hated the idea that there could be something he had overlooked.

      Jessica patted him on the back. “Take a drink. Relax. Just be in the moment.”

      Gavin snorted, and he looked down at the ale. How long had he left it untouched? Too long, probably. He took a drink, and then let out a frustrated sigh before turning to Gaspar. “The preparations may not be enough, though.”

      “They probably are enough,” Gaspar said. “There’s got to be a reason that the order hasn’t come here. It’s because of everything you’ve done. Because of this council. They don’t want to take on the Leier, and they don’t want to take on the sorcerers, and they don’t want to take on the enchanters, and that’s not even saying anything about you and what you have offered. So…” He shrugged.

      Gavin just found himself wondering if maybe that was true.

      “So I’m thinking that Jessica has it right,” Gaspar continued. “You do need to be in the moment. Also, regardless of what you claim, you need to sleep, because there may come a time when you’re going to need to be rested. And don’t go on about how you might use that power of yours. We both know how dangerous that can be.”

      Gavin breathed out heavily. “Fine,” he muttered.

      “That’s what I get? ‘Fine’?”

      “Well, I suppose everybody else has things under control here.”

      “If they have any questions, then they’ll want to reach you. Plus, it’s not as if your influence isn’t felt here,” Gaspar said.

      “That wasn’t my concern.”

      “Seems like it might be a little bit of your concern.”

      Gavin looked around. Was it?

      He didn’t think so. Besides, he was represented. Wrenlow was here, and he was connected to Gavin. So was Gaspar. Then there was Imogen and her Leier, who were certainly allied with Gavin and his goals. Even the enchanters were aligned with what he wanted because he had empowered them. The only ones he was less certain about were the constables—Davel Chan often had his own goals that Gavin struggled to figure out—and the sorcerers. He didn’t know this woman, but if Char trusted her, then he would trust her too.

      Once he finished his drink, he got to his feet and then glanced at Jessica. “I’m going to get a little rest,” he said.

      “Sounds like a good plan.”

      After trudging to the room Jessica let him use, he settled onto the bed and fell asleep far faster than he had anticipated.

      As morning came, the windows shining with bright light and energy, he sat up and looked around the room, feeling strangely at peace. He peered out the window and listened to the sounds of the city, hearing the chaos and activity that was out there, getting the sense of energy that existed within Yoran. It was the same sense that he had once felt when he had first come to the city, when he had first taken to staying at the Dragon. And though he felt that same sense now, Gavin wondered if this energy was a bit different, and perhaps weaker, if anything.

      When he headed downstairs, he found the tavern occupied. That surprised him, as it had been his experience that the tavern was empty in the early mornings most of the time. Then again, the occupants of the tavern did not surprise him.

      “You didn’t think we were going to let you do this on your own, did you, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure what I need to do,” Gavin said. “And I don’t really know what this is going to do to me, or anybody who joins me, so I think it’s probably for the best if you don’t come with me.”

      “Well, we aren’t going to do that, so you might as well get used to our presence.” Gaspar nodded over to where Imogen sat quietly, holding a mug of steaming tea.

      There was another person with them who Gavin wasn’t expecting.

      “She shouldn’t come with us,” he said, shaking his head at Alana. “I understand that you want to, but I don’t think this is safe for you to do.”

      “She needs to come,” a voice said from the back corner.

      Gavin glanced over at Zella, who sat with her back to the wall. “We don’t know that she needs to be there,” he said, “and in fact, everything that we’ve seen so far suggests that she shouldn’t be there.”

      “With this, I’m guessing that she needs to be. We need her there,” Zella said.

      Gavin looked around at the others, before turning to Zella and arching a brow. “We?”

      “While you have been running off and doing all your other activities, we’ve been trying to make sense of why the order was after her.”

      “I’m not so sure that they were,” he said. Though he had filled them in on what had happened while he’d been traveling, he had not shared everything with them, and still wasn’t entirely positive that the order had been truly after him or her, or after something else. “Even if they were, we can’t run the risk of anything happening to Alana.”

      “Which is why it’s safer if she goes with you.” Zella leaned forward. “I have given this considerable thought, and I want to protect her as much as I would protect anyone, but I don’t know that we’re going to be able to do that without taking a few risks.” She reached down next to her and pulled something up onto the table. It was a trunk, which she flipped open. “I have been gathering different enchantments to offer protection to all of you when you travel.”

      “You aren’t coming?” Gavin asked in surprise. He had assumed that if she was going to push him to take Alana with him, she would want to come along. Part of him was thankful as well. He didn’t necessarily want to have Zella with him. She was skilled at detecting enchantments and their uses, but wasn’t as skilled at fighting, which was what this was going to likely come down to.

      “I think we both know that isn’t my strength,” she said, sounding sad.

      “She’s right,” Gaspar said. Zella frowned at him. “Not about it not being her strength,” he clarified. “Anybody can have strength in an area if they work on it. But she’s right that we probably need to keep Alana with us. What we didn’t tell you last night, mostly because we didn’t want you to go out and risk yourself, was that while you were gone, there were several incursions around the city. Not close, nothing that we had any trouble fending off, but there were different enchantments, or perhaps even monsters, that tried to make a run at us. We had our defenses in place, and the Leier offered their help, so we didn’t have to deal with it much, but we suspect that it was merely a test of protections before they make their push.”

      Gavin pursed his lips as he started to think about things in a different way. “If they knew I was out of Yoran, why wouldn’t they have brought more force to bear on the city while I was gone? It seems like they would have had an opportunity to do so, and yet they didn’t take advantage of it.”

      Gaspar shrugged. “Can’t say that I know. All I can tell you is that there was something here, and now…” He shrugged again. “It’s possible they’ll return, and we need to be ready for that, but Imogen assures me that the Leier have their defenses in place, and the shamans that are with them have a series of magical protections that they have added through the lessons that the Society has taught them.”

      It still surprised Gavin that the Leier had magical users with them who were talented enough that the Society had felt compelled to teach them. More than that, the shamans were incredibly skilled students and had learned quickly.

      “Sword and shield,” Imogen said. “That is how we have fought. That is how we’ll continue to fight.”

      “You don’t need to stay here with your people?” Gavin asked.

      She shook her head. “I have given it some consideration. It’s possible that it would be beneficial for me to remain in the city, but I also question whether doing so will add any real value. You have seen that my people are quite capable. Besides,” she said, leaning forward, “there have been some other signs of what we have experienced, and the fact that we have the necessary skill set and defenses to oppose it is all we need to know. We take her with us, do whatever you think you need to do, and see if there is some sort of connection. There’s also the distinct possibility that this is all about fragments, and that is something that my people have much experience with. Unfortunately.”

      Gavin sank down in a chair and rested his arms on the table. It felt like they were reaching some sort of endgame, but the problem was that he didn’t know what the endgame was. Most of the time when he was dealing with threats like they had been, he had a purpose, but in this case, the purpose felt… disjointed. He wasn’t sure why he felt that way, though he knew that they were dealing with something dangerous, and it was that danger that he still didn’t feel like he had a good handle on. It bothered him that he could not quite grasp what they needed to do, or whether there was anything more he could learn. Not without taking risks, which Gavin didn’t mind doing. That had been the type of thing he had done his entire life. He wasn’t afraid. But he worried for his people.

      Gaspar eyed him. “Don’t give us that look. We know what we’re getting into.”

      “I doubt it,” Gavin said. “Partly because I don’t know what we’re getting into.”

      “I’m not afraid of what’s coming, boy. I know the danger, much like I know that there are some who can face it and some who cannot.” He glowered at him. “And don’t act like you’re the only one who’s going to be able to face it and I’m just some enchanted former constable who can’t do anything.”

      “I would’ve said washed-up former constable,” Gavin said. “But maybe you’re right.”

      “I need to do this,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin’s brow furrowed. “You need to?”

      “I have to feel like what I do makes a difference.”

      “You were a thief.”

      “A thief, but one with a specific purpose.” Gaspar breathed out heavily. “I didn’t do anything in Yoran when I should have. Others suffered because of me. Ever since then, I’ve been trying to get out of that debt. I don’t know if I ever can, but I owe it, nonetheless.”

      Gavin wanted to argue with him, but he could tell that Gaspar had made up his mind. “Even if it means dying?”

      “You’re asking the old man, as you call me, if I’m ready to die?”

      “Well, you made it quite clear that you aren’t really an old man.”

      “We need to deal with this. There won’t be any way forward until we do.”

      Gavin took a deep breath, and he looked to Imogen. “Your people?”

      “Will be fine,” she said. “We, too, have lived our entire lives knowing that we might die in battle.” She tipped her head to the side, and her eyes went entirely silver. It was those moments when Gavin had the sense that she was seeing something he couldn’t fathom. There was a sense of connection, energy, and power that seemed to come from her that left him wondering if perhaps she had found something more, something that he didn’t understand. “But I’m not seeing anything that tells me we are in the kind of danger where we need to anticipate our own afterlife.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Given what you’ve told me about what happens after you pass on, I’m not so sure that you will have an afterlife. Would you continue to live?” He looked over to Gavin. “She’s basically magic now, isn’t she? Gods, you probably are too. I won’t even be rid of either of you if you die.”

      “Just don’t let me get fragmented,” Gavin said, grinning at him. “I’m a little concerned about what I will do and how I might come back.”

      “It depends on the kind of fragment,” Imogen said.

      “What kind of fragment do you think you’ll be?” Gaspar asked.

      Imogen smiled tightly. “That’s something else I can’t see. I can only hope that if the time comes, and if I face a danger like that, I will be prepared for it, and that I’ll perish intact.”

      “What happens then?” Gaspar said.

      Gavin didn’t like the turn of events, nor did he care for this line of conversation. He didn’t want to think about any of them dying on this mission, but he knew it was a distinct possibility.

      “If I die intact, then I join the warriors in the stars and watch over my people.” Imogen smiled a real smile then. “Don’t worry, Gaspar. I’ll keep an eye on you too.”

      “Great. Just what I need. Some star winking at me.” Gaspar nodded to Gavin. “And I’ll have this one probably coming at me to wake me up while I’m sleeping.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be worse than that.” Gavin got to his feet, headed over to the table where Zella sat with the trunk of enchantments, and looked down at it. He didn’t recognize some of them, but the trunk had various compartments that already looked organized.

      “These will all be marked when you go,” Zella said.

      “We might need somebody capable of making other enchantments,” Gavin said. He looked over. “I’m wondering who we should bring. We need somebody capable with enchantments, but who’s also not going to be afraid of what we might have to deal with.”

      “I have someone who can come with us,” Imogen said. “Perhaps it’s time for her to be involved, anyway.”

      From the way she had immediately piped up, Gavin assumed that it would be one of her people. And if all the Leier, or those who were shamans, had that same perspective, then Gavin had to believe that would be the case.

      “She is from the people, but she is not of the people. You will see,” Imogen said.

      Gavin nodded, and he focused, feeling as if there were still things he had not yet done, and feeling as if there were aspects of what they needed to do that he had not yet figured out. Increasingly, he felt like he was missing something.

      “Let’s make our preparations, and then we’ll go,” he said. I want to have as many different enchantments and connections to power as possible.”

      He took a deep breath as he looked around, and then turned his attention back to Zella, who had closed up the trunk.

      “I know that you’re concerned about the order and what they intend,” she said, “but there is a deeper issue at play here.”

      “I know. And she deserves to know more about what it is that she can do, but maybe not while the order is bearing down on us.”

      “Is it only about what it is that she can do?” Zella asked.

      He understood the unspoken question: not only what Alana could do, but what she was.

      “I will do what is needed,” he said.

      She watched him. “You always do. And this must come first. I know this, as does she, but be prepared for questions from her. If we don’t do this, we continue to draw attention to her presence here, and eventually, we will have to face the order regardless. I was just hoping we might have more time and information about what they’re after, and perhaps even more about what Alana can do before we put her into a dangerous situation.” She inhaled deeply, and when she let it out, she smiled sadly. “She’s a special one, Gavin.”

      “I know.”

      “She has taught all of us things we didn’t know about enchantments.” She nodded to the trunk. “There are elements here we had never even contemplated before.”

      “I didn’t realize that.”

      “We thought her simply gifted. There are plenty of enchanters who have profound gifts, as you have seen. Mekel is one of the most prominent examples, as there are not many others like him who have the ability to create such powerful stone golems. But there are others as well, and they have learned from Alana. Odd, considering her age and presumable lack of experience, but…” She pointed at the trunk. “Take it, and guard it.”

      “Well, I’m probably going to take it, sort it, and put them in my pockets,” Gavin said.

      “Do whatever you think is necessary, but keep her safe.”

      She nodded to Gaspar and headed out the tavern, leaving Gavin and Gaspar alone.

      “Think we can do this?” Gaspar asked.

      “I’ve been starting to think about it,” Gavin said. “They’ve been drawing on fragments. I didn’t know that until recently. When we faced them before, they were able to easily adjust to different fighting styles. I didn’t really think that was even a possibility, but now I can’t help but question everything we have encountered.”

      “That’s not an answer, boy.”

      “We only have one advantage. One fragment advantage.”

      “You’re discounting Imogen.”

      “Do you think the Porapeth will help?”

      Gaspar shook his head. “Don’t know.”

      “So we’ve got the order trying to gather fragments, for either power or some other dangerous use, and we’re just chasing after whatever they’re doing, and wherever they’re going, so…”

      “You really have a way of coming up with a plan,” Gaspar said.

      “I’d love to come up with a plan,” Gavin said. “I’d love for us to have something we can do that will make sure we’re safe, but I just don’t feel confident. I need to see if there’s anything to these other trees, and if I can, then maybe we can use that power when we take on the order, but I don’t know what else we need to do,” he admitted.

      “At least you’re smart enough not to do this alone,” Gaspar said. “Because you have been pretty stubborn.”

      Gavin shrugged. “I’m always stubborn.”

      “I know. And it’s your most appealing characteristic.” He grinned, and Gavin forced a smile in response. “What sort of preparations do you need to make?”

      “I still need to do the same thing I was planning on doing last night that I never got around to because I was too tired when I came back. So…”

      “You’re going to see her.”

      “I think I need to.”

      “Even though you aren’t sure what to make of her anymore.”

      “I think I know what to make of her,” Gavin said, “but the problem is I’m not sure what to do with her.”

      Gaspar grunted. “I’m coming with you.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”
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      When Gavin felt the tug of power, he wasn’t sure the source of it, only that something was pulling on him. It seemed to do so strangely, but there was a familiar element to it as well. It came from outside the city. For a moment, he began to worry that the order had decided to attack them, but it didn’t feel as potent as he would’ve expected were the order involved. Instead, it took him a moment—probably too long, he realized—to recognize that this was El’aras power.

      Ever since his sword had been destroyed, he had felt disconnected from that power in a certain way. He hadn’t realized that he had come to rely on the power in the blade, and his connection to it, to feel as if he were truly the Champion. But without it, Gavin no longer knew what he was supposed to do, much like he started to wonder if he was still the El’aras Champion. If he wasn’t, what did that mean for him?

      He tapped on the enchantment. “Gaspar. Wrenlow. I’m going to go meet with the El’aras.”

      A moment passed before one of them responded.

      “Dangerous, boy.”

      The fact that it was Gaspar who had replied didn’t surprise Gavin, as these days he was completely at the ready.

      “Not in this case,” Gavin said. “I think it’s just one. I think Anna returned.”

      There was another pause.

      “Still dangerous. You don’t know what she’s after,” Gaspar said.

      That was true. He really didn’t know what she was after, and he didn’t know whether there was going to be any risk to what Anna might want from him, though he was concerned about why she had come back to the city now. Still, she had left, and without giving him any reason as to why she had, he was hopeful that she had returned with an intention. And perhaps it could give him an opportunity to talk to her and share what had happened with the other El’aras.

      “I’m just telling you so you know where I’m going,” Gavin said.

      “Fine. But you be careful anyway,” Gaspar said.

      He followed the power and allowed himself to be led out of the city. He wasn’t trying to go too far, nor was he trying to go very fast. All he really wanted was a chance to detect whether there was anything he needed to be concerned about. He didn’t think there was anything particularly dangerous outside the city, but…

      Part of him was hopeful. He needed to talk to Anna. He needed to know more about what she had done and why she had suddenly decided to take her people away from Yoran.

      As he approached, he realized that he wasn’t picking up on anything that suggested the sense of Anna, but instead—

      “Brandon.”

      He had been a friend to Gavin, or at least friendly, though Gavin no longer knew if he could call him that.

      Brandon leaned on a piece of irregularly shaped stone, which Gavin recognized as some sort of an enchantment. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it radiated a bit of power.

      “Thank you for coming, Chain Breaker.”

      “You didn’t give me much of a choice. You called me out here.”

      Brandon nodded. “It was needed. We have to talk about Anna.”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s been a little off lately. Ever since… Well, ever since she came back from whatever you’ve been doing. She said you were doing something to the elders.” He cocked his head to the side, watching Gavin for a moment. “Can’t say that I know what to make of what she’s claiming, and I don’t know if there’s anything to it, but you are the Chain Breaker, and you’re also the Champion.”

      “You know, you have to stop putting titles on me,” Gavin said.

      “I realize that, but you are what you are. And if Anna feels that you’re dangerous, then you know what she’s going to do.”

      “She left.”

      “She left because she fears what you intend for the rest of us,” Brandon said.

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I don’t intend anything for the rest of the El’aras. I just want to keep as many people safe as I can.

      “That’s why you’re the Champion.”

      Gavin glowered at him.

      Brandon smiled slightly, and then he shrugged. “I only came out here to give you a warning. We’re leaving. She’s taking the rest of the people. I suppose I’m going with them, as I don’t really know where else I would go. My people were lost a while ago, and the Shard… Well, you know she took me in. Because of that, I owe her a debt.”

      “I know all of this, Brandon,” Gavin said.

      “I owe you a debt as well. That’s why I’m here. I figured that you deserve to know what we’re doing, and not to worry about us. We are retreating once again.” There was a sour expression on his face, though Gavin couldn’t quite read it. “She says that it’s for the best, and that it’s the only way she can see a future for us.”

      By retreating?

      Gavin didn’t ask that out loud. He also wasn’t sure that there was anything for him to ask, as he sadly did understand that.

      “I’ll still do whatever I can to ensure your safety,” Gavin said.

      “You shouldn’t have to,” Brandon said. “We will stay away from this order, and as far as I can tell, they won’t be able to do anything to us. They won’t even be able to find us, if she takes us where I think.”

      “And where is that?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you, but you know the Shard.”

      “If you need me”—Gavin reached into his pocket, pulled out an enchantment, and handed it over to Brandon—“you know how to call.”

      Brandon looked down at it, and then he traced his finger along it, which modified something with the enchantment, though Gavin couldn’t follow the power that he was using. And then Brandon headed to his enchantment and climbed onto it, before rapidly retreating.

      Once Brandon was gone, Gavin focused on the power that he could feel all around him. He wondered if there was some part of it that he could pick up on to trace the El’aras, but the sense of them had faded.

      They were gone.

      He let out a heavy sigh and headed back toward the city. As he did, he thought about the preparations they were going to need to make. He would deal with the El’aras once the threat of the order was gone.

      It was the same thing he kept telling himself about dealing with Alana and the truths she deserved. It was always after they handled the order. It was always after something else.

      At what point would he be able to try to find answers without having to chase down something else?

      Maybe he just couldn’t. Maybe this was always going to be what he needed to do, hunting some new danger.

      Perhaps the danger came because of Gavin.

      Once he filled Gaspar and Wrenlow in on what they were doing, he stopped just inside the city. “I don’t like this,” Gavin muttered.

      Gaspar approached. He must’ve been waiting for him. “You just don’t care for it because you don’t like losing her.”

      Gavin shook his head. “I think that has always been more unlikely than not. And it’s not so much that it’s Anna I’m disappointed in. It’s more about my disappointment in not having the extra protection for the city. Without the El’aras, we are weaker.”

      “Then we had better hope we have enough layers of protection remaining. Besides, we’re talking about old versus new powers, right? We’ve got plenty of the newer powers that can protect us.”

      They reached the edge of the city, and Gavin stood there for a little while, feeling for the energy he knew was there. He had not been out here in quite some time, and having been away for as long as he had, he recognized that there was some other part of the emptiness around him that left him feeling uneasy. He looked to Gaspar, who had been quiet, which didn’t surprise him.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked, looking off into the distance. The forest was dark, yet the moonlight shining overhead was bright enough that he thought he should be able to see through the trees.

      “Something feels off, doesn’t it?” Gaspar said. “I don’t know about you, but I can feel some energy missing.”

      “You can feel it, can you?”

      “Don’t be like that, boy. It’s just a sense that I have.”

      Gavin didn’t have any interest in pushing him, but he did believe that Gaspar had some magical connection, though Gaspar refuted that. “What have you detected?”

      “I don’t know,” Gaspar said. “I can feel that something’s there. I can’t tell you what it is, but I can say that it’s consistent. Some sort of power, but what power it is…” He shook his head. “It’s been changing. I suppose you know that, though, as you are so connected to power in this world and have proven that you can pick up on such things.”

      Gavin closed his eyes for a moment, and he began to focus on what he might be able to feel, which was not all that much. There was the distinct sense of energy, but even within that, he could not tell where that energy was coming from, nor could he tell what kind of energy was there. “I feel something missing too,” he said.

      Some part of it had been severed from him the way that the northern El’aras had severed it from him. Could Anna be responsible for that?

      “Everything is quiet,” Gaspar said. “Reminds me of when I was a kid, and the city still had sorcerers.”

      Gavin looked over. “Why does this remind you of that?”

      “Things were different then.”

      “Well, the trouble is that it was a long enough time that many things were different,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar snorted. “Another crack at my age.”

      “Isn’t everything?”

      Gaspar suddenly pulled a dagger out of his pocket and flipped it around, his attention turned outward. Gavin was not accustomed to Gaspar detecting things he did not.

      Strangely enough, Gavin didn’t feel anything. Until he had a pulse of warning from the dragon.

      He used that momentary warning to push downward, forming a barrier with the tree pattern—

      And did so just in time.

      Something surged out of the ground, and it slammed into him.

      He had barely the time to detect what it was, but it hit his barrier and nearly sent him flying backward.

      Thankfully, Gavin had managed to root himself down deeply enough that he could defend himself against the attack, but it still hit him with enough force that he staggered slightly.

      “Stay close to me,” he said.

      Gaspar still held his dagger, but he wasn’t moving. “I can feel something attempting to come out of the ground. Some sort of snake.”

      Gavin hadn’t even felt it, and when he said as much, Gaspar watched him with a strange expression.

      But then he did feel it. It was sliding, slithering. Gavin had to use something like the seeker tree for him to feel the power. How was he going to stop it?

      Then the ground heaved again.

      Gavin was ready this time. He was connected to the seeker tree shape, but it was an easy thing for him to modify, to take that seeker tree, stretch downward, and become a bralinath. They were on the same spectrum of energies, as he had already learned that they were on the same spectrum of trees—and the same spectrum of power, he suspected. As he called on that power and energy, he could feel it flowing within him, and then he sent it shooting out so he could slam it into the monster that came up from the ground.

      And it was a monster.

      The thing was a massive serpent, slithering across the ground. It was made of earth and leaves and dirt, all blended into the darkness. That made it difficult for Gavin to see clearly, which was unusual, until he realized the reason behind that. He had been tied into his connection to his El’aras abilities and had been using that to help him augment his eyesight, but when that eyesight failed him, he couldn’t see anything more clearly.

      Gavin had seen something similar before, which was all he needed to know of its origin.

      This was the order.

      He formed the blade of light and slashed through the monster as it lunged toward him.

      It stuck into the creature’s side.

      Gavin had to call that power back, and he realized that he was using his core reserves, not the connection to the bralinath trees. He had not done that intentionally.

      “You nicked it,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin couldn’t see that he had, and had to trust that Gaspar could. Gaspar had several enchantments on him that Gavin didn’t, and Gavin wondered if any of those allowed Gaspar to see magic in its different forms. If they did, that would explain why Gaspar could suddenly see things that he could not.

      “I might need to use a bigger burst of power,” Gavin said. “Just be ready. If it doesn’t work, then I am not going to be strong enough for this.”

      “Give me a moment,” Gaspar said.

      He reached into his pocket and then pulled out several different enchantments, which Gavin realized were stone golems that Mekel must’ve made for him. Gaspar tapped on each of them, empowering them, and they began to stretch, forming what looked like a tiger, a lizard, and a wolf.

      Gaspar set them down and looked over to Gavin. “Do what you need. These will at least give us a moment to regroup, and then we can decide what we need to do. What about your dragon?”

      “The dragon gave me the warning,” Gavin said.

      “If it hadn’t, then you may have been a fragment sooner than you intended.”

      Gavin had been chasing fragments of power ever since he had come to learn about them, and had started to understand that those fragments were the key to everything that had been going on around him ever since he had been pulled into fighting different kinds of power.

      Fragments of power had formed the Sul’toral. Fragments of power had been what Chauvan and even Timo had been after. And even now, he suspected that the order chased fragments of power. The only difference was the kind of fragments, and the strength of those fragments.

      In this case, Gavin had no idea how strong this snake was, nor did he know what it might do to him, but it seemed to be incredibly powerful, which meant he had to be incredibly careful with it.

      He pushed downward with his bralinath tree, and a distant connection formed. He felt that ancient power in the other realm. When he linked to that power, he was able to push the creature back, and even drew out a blade of energy as he had before. It was thicker and wider this time, and he slashed at the creature, cutting it in half.

      Gavin was thankful that he was able to summon that power, though he tried not to think about what it meant that the bralinath trees from this realm had emerged into a singular fragment that connected to the other realm.

      “Why here?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin just shook his head. “It’s devouring fragments, but we would’ve seen them if there were any around here.” At least, he thought they would have. Maybe there were other fragments like the bralinath trees. Fragments that had not gone rogue and turned dangerous. But if that was the case, could they find them?

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s even the right question.” Gaspar looked at him. “The better question is, why now?”
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      The inside of the home was much like she remembered. It might be a little neater, and probably better maintained than it had been before, but in this case, there seemed to be a weird energy that existed more than there had been. She tried to focus on that energy, and couldn’t help but feel as if there was something different than what there should be.

      Eva had already moved in front of the fire and threw a pair of logs onto it, and she was now standing with her hands held out from her. It surprised Jayna that she would do that rather than going to the cabinet and looking to see if she had any bottles of wine remaining, as that was usually Eva’s first order of business. Or it had been, back when they spent any time here.

      “Well?” Jayna asked. “Anything?”

      “Nothing right now,” Eva said. “Do you detect anything?”

      “Not effectively. But I feel like I should, if that makes any sort of sense.”

      “You and your feelings.”

      Once the fire was blazing and glowing with a radiating heat, Eva went to the kitchen and began to sort through it. She had only opened one cabinet before she paused, and then a smile curled her lips. “He left it.”

      “He left what?”

      Eva pointed to the bottle of wine and then pulled it out. She popped the top off, poured two glasses, and set them down on the table, rather than near the hearth, which Jayna thought was surprising. Eva sat down and looked around. “It’s strange for me to say this, but I actually missed this place.”

      “Why is that strange to say?” Jayna asked.

      “Because this was never going to be my home. It was a temporary place.”

      “Temporary for both of us, but it was comfortable, and it was safe, so I think that would be the reason we feel that way.”

      “Temporary and safe,” Eva said. “But was it safe?”

      “You don’t think it was?”

      “I suppose I don’t know. Safe enough at the time.”

      Jayna smiled. Eva had been safe here, and she had been given the opportunity to recover. More than that, she’d had the opportunity to start regaining some of her memories, which had been the most important thing for Eva at that time. Jayna had been able to get her some help, and had managed to learn more about her own abilities so that she could try to find even more answers that would provide a key to what they knew about Eva’s memories and the Ashara.

      “Where do you think Topher is?” Eva asked.

      “I didn’t think you cared.”

      She looked over, arching a brow. “Would you stop.”

      “Fine,” Jayna said, and she chuckled. “I can stop, just as long as you’re willing to acknowledge that you actually care about him.”

      “He’s a nice boy. Is that what you want me to say?”

      “Was that so hard?”

      Eva laughed. “I suppose not.”

      “I don’t know where he is,” Jayna said. “But he probably has a reason to be gone, so we should just wait for him until he gets back.”

      “Or we can call him. I can’t wait to see what sort of reaction we get from him.”

      “I would almost say that you’re eager to see him.”

      “You can say whatever you want,” Eva said. “It’s not eagerness. It’s a matter of…”

      She trailed off, and Jayna waited.

      “Maybe I do look forward to a little bit of normalcy,” Eva finished. “We deserve that, don’t we?”

      “Definitely,” Jayna said. “And I think we should be able to have it eventually.”

      “Eventually. You know, I feel like I’ve been waiting for that ‘eventually’ for a while.”

      “I know.”

      “I also keep hoping and thinking that we will eventually find that time, and that we’ll learn what else we can do, but unfortunately, we keep finding new ways to get into trouble.”

      “Well, that’s something we’re quite good at,” Jayna said.

      “I wish it were otherwise,” Eva said.

      “As do I.”

      Jayna pulled her enchantment out of her pocket, tapped on it, and waited. She had no idea how long it would take for Topher to hear them, and whether he even had his enchantment on. The last time she had tried to reach him, he had not responded. Jayna had to acknowledge that it was possible that he had been preoccupied with something else, as Topher certainly had other things he might be doing. He had been waiting for them, but they had been gone, busy with their own journey, and had not come back for him. If nothing else, she suspected that would have upset him, but then again, he had seemed thrilled to talk to her when she did reach out recently.

      “We can just wait for him to come back,” Jayna said.

      “I know,” Eva said.

      “I doubt it’s going to be that long. He kept the house stocked, so he’s obviously coming back here.”

      “Obviously.”

      “And I’m sure he detected us.”

      That caused Eva to frown. “You think he did?”

      “Topher uses these as detection spells, and he can feel when we’re coming, so I’m guessing he knows. All we have to do is give him time.”

      They didn’t have to wait long. The door opened with a loud thud, and Topher came striding in, looking older, somehow, and maybe even more mature than he had before. He grinned widely when he saw Jayna, but when he looked at Eva, his grin shifted into something else.

      As Eva had described him, Topher was a pretty man, what Jayna would call traditionally handsome. He had broad shoulders, a strong jawline, and a constant glimmer in his eyes. In the time that he’d been in Nelar, he had taken to dressing much better than he had when they’d first met him.

      He had also been a little slow. Some of that stemmed from the magical attacks that Topher had experienced, so that he struggled in ways he probably once did not. Jayna and Eva had tried to give him the benefit of the doubt because of that, and yet it had been easier for Jayna than it had been for Eva, who often struggled to overlook some of his quirks.

      “You both came back,” he said. “When I felt the enchantment, I didn’t think it was possible, but… you came back.”

      Jayna grinned at him. “We came back.”

      “Why?”

      “Well,” Jayna said, her grin turning into a frown, “I guess we aren’t wanted here.”

      Topher shook his head quickly. “That’s not it. I just… You were looking for the fragments, and I thought that maybe you would be busy with that for a long time. I didn’t think I would see you again so soon.”

      “So soon?” Eva snapped. Jayna quirked a brow at her, and Eva snorted. “I wish it were soon. I’m getting tired of being out in the cold, in the snow, and in places where my kind are not meant to live.”

      “You went out into the snow?” Topher said. “Why would you do that?”

      She tipped her head at Jayna. “Ask her.”

      “Why would you do that?” Topher said.

      “It’s a long story,” Jayna said. “But we’re only here for a while. Long enough to rest, and then we need to visit with Telluminder. Is he around anywhere, or…?”

      She wasn’t sure what Topher might know, but she had to hope that he had been informed about something.

      “He’s around,” he said. “And in trouble. I don’t know what it is, since he doesn’t talk to me, though he knows that you and I are friends. It’s just that he’s been dealing with some things. He’s got connections, you know. Well, maybe you don’t?” His brow furrowed, and he glanced from Jayna to Eva, before turning his attention to both of them at the same time. “I feel like you should know better.”

      “You should know better,” Jayna told him.

      He chuckled. “Now that you’re back, are you going to stay here, or…?”

      “Why are you asking like that?” Jayna said, looking around. “Do you have somebody here that we aren’t supposed to know about?”

      Topher flushed. “No. Nothing like that.” He glanced over to Eva for a second and then back to Jayna. “It’s just that I don’t know that I have the rooms as neatly organized as they should be.”

      Jayna snickered. “If that’s your concern, you don’t need to worry about it. We aren’t here for neatness. We’ve been sleeping out in the middle of the forest, so just having a bed of any sort is going to be more than we are accustomed to.”

      Topher nodded. “I can help with that. And then in the morning, I can help you find Telluminder. I unfortunately have a few meetings, so I won’t be able to spend too much time with you.”

      Jayna arched a brow at Eva. When she turned back to Topher, she saw him watching but saying nothing. “Meetings?”

      “I’ve been busy these days and have taken on some responsibility with the dular. They see me as more connected now, which I realize is because of you, but I have been helping them.”

      “That’s good,” Jayna said. “I want you to be connected to the dular. You are one, after all. And you are incredibly gifted.”

      He flushed again, and this time for a different reason. When he turned back, he looked at the bottle of wine that Eva had, and then went to the cupboard and pulled another bottle from the back.

      “Where did you get that?” Eva asked.

      “I’ve been waiting for you. It’s a special bottle.” He showed it to Jayna. “It’s one of Eva’s favorites. I’ve been speaking to the local wine merchant, trying to get him to import it, and he finally got a hold of a bottle. Actually,” he said with a playful grin, “he got a hold of several bottles. And I have them.”

      “I don’t know if I should be impressed or terrified,” Jayna said.

      “Definitely impressed,” Eva said.

      Jayna looked at both of them, and then laughed softly. “I’m going to get some sleep. The two of you can enjoy your wine. In the morning, we need to visit with Telluminder.”

      She found her room not all that dissimilar from the way it had been before. The wall that had been caved in at one point had been fully patched and restored, the bed was made, and the room was clean and far better maintained than Topher had made it sound.

      She lay down and fell asleep immediately.

      When she woke, she stretched and headed back out to the main room, only to find Eva and Topher sitting in chairs near the hearth, surprisingly awake.

      “There you are,” Eva said.

      “How long did I sleep?” Jayna asked.

      “Longer than usual,” Topher said.

      “I thought you had meetings.”

      “I did. I moved as many of them as I could, but you kept sleeping and sleeping. I can’t move any more of them, so I won’t be able to stay here for much longer. I’m sorry, Jayna, but I really can’t.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to apologize for that, Topher.”

      “I just feel like…”

      Jayna ran her fingers through her hair, brushing it. “We’re happy for you.” She looked over to Eva, who had a neutral expression on her face. “We wanted you to do well and thrive. And it seems like you have been.”

      When he grinned, there was the Topher that she remembered, the young man who occasionally looked a bit confused, but also like he was playing, always involved in some sort of game.

      She let out a sigh. “Why don’t we go and find Telluminder.”

      Eva slowly and reluctantly got to her feet, and they followed Topher out of the home. The city smelled much like Jayna remembered, and by the time they got farther along the street, she had a sense of strange energy nearby, but it was something she couldn’t quite place. Maybe it was just Eva, or maybe there was something else to it. Regardless, she let that sense fill her, and she noticed the energy of the city had changed from what she remembered.

      They reached the outskirts of Nelar, where he brought her into an old, practically run-down building, with no more on the surface of it. The inside reminded her of Telluminder’s shop, and she wasn’t terribly surprised to find him seated at the counter at the far end. The shop itself looked much like Jayna remembered, a mix of different enchantments, old books, sculptures, and quite a bit of dust. He looked up at her, everything within him stiffening when he saw her.

      It put Jayna immediately on edge.

      “Well?” she said, striding toward Telluminder. “How are you?”

      “Jayna Aguelon,” he said, and he flicked his gaze over to Eva. “And Eva Rekayth. I had started to wonder if perhaps you might’ve died.”

      “Were you hoping I did?” Jayna asked.

      “Gods, no. Why would I ever feel that way?”

      “I don’t know. I understand you’ve been working with Gavin Lorren.”

      “I have,” Telluminder said carefully, and it seemed he was a little concerned about it. “Is there a reason that I shouldn’t have?”

      “Not at all,” Jayna said. “I need to know about the order.”

      Telluminder stiffened, looking around as if afraid that somebody might be listening.

      That put Jayna on edge even more.

      Eva had already started to press her enchantments into her palms.

      Jayna glanced at Topher. “You should probably go to your meetings. We will send word.”

      “Don’t leave without saying goodbye.”

      She smiled tightly. “I won’t make any promises, only that if we do leave before we say goodbye, we’ll be back before long. How does that sound?”

      He frowned for a moment, and then he nodded. “I suppose as good as it can.”

      He slipped out of the shop, casting a sideways glance at Telluminder, which Jayna interpreted as a measure of concern—one she actually shared. Then she turned her attention back to Telluminder.

      “So. What do we have going on here?” she asked.

      “We have you coming into my shop, making threats, and looking as if you want to attack. Is that what you want, Jayna?”

      “What am I missing?”

      Telluminder was quiet for a moment, and then he started to shake, which surprised Jayna. She wasn’t expecting that reaction out of him, but more than that, she was concerned about what he was keeping from her.

      “You found something. Or you did something. Or worse, you know something,” she said.

      “I know why you’re here.”

      “Well, then this will be easier.”

      “I can’t help you,” Telluminder said.

      “Then it won’t be quite as easy as I’d like it to be.”

      “I’m sorry, Jayna. I really am. But there are certain things that I cannot reveal.”

      “Are they things you’ve shared with Gavin?” she asked.

      “Like I said…” he began, and he looked over to Eva. It seemed to Jayna that he was more concerned about Eva this time than he was about her, which wasn’t terribly surprising. She suspected that Telluminder knew exactly what Eva was. “I have begun to learn a few secrets, and I’m afraid that those secrets are dangerous to you.”

      “Are they?” Jayna asked.

      “Yes. Trust me when I tell you this.”

      “And why should I trust you when it seems that you’re trying to hide something from me and my friend?”

      Telluminder shook his head. “I have not hidden anything from Gavin Lorren.”

      “No? If you haven’t hidden anything from him, then why do you look as if you’re concerned?”

      “Because I can feel what you have on you, and it’s dangerous.”

      Jayna eyed Telluminder, and as she did, she still didn’t have much of an answer. She was only more confused than she had been before.

      “What do you mean that you can feel what I have on me?” she said.

      “I can feel that you are carrying something that was long ago banished.”

      “Which is…”

      Jayna didn’t know what Telluminder was going on about, but she increasingly felt as if she needed those answers.

      “You don’t know?” he asked.

      “Not particularly.”

      “What have you been doing?”

      “We’ve been traveling around, visiting the north, and collecting fragments of my mentor so that I can reconstitute him and hopefully bring some of his power back into the world. We found some strange creature named Drogon who had been lost in a fragment for a while…” She saw Telluminder’s expression shift. “I see. You recognize that name. So he is tied to the order that Char’s talking about.”

      Telluminder reached under his counter, pulled out a small glass sphere, and set it in front of him. He tapped on it, then frowned. “Dangerous,” he mused.

      “What’s dangerous?”

      “What I detected,” he said. “There is much danger here. I’m guessing you can feel it.”

      Jayna looked over to Eva, who stayed quiet where she sat on a stool. She watched Telluminder as if trying to decide how she was going to react, which always seemed to be a dangerous response out of Eva. Jayna wondered if Telluminder realized that, but given his lack of reaction, she doubted he did.

      “Talk about this banished power,” she said.

      “I have been trying to avoid it because the Chain Breaker possesses too much of it himself,” he said.

      “What do you mean that he possesses it?”

      “There are various powers in the world, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “Well, that’s a conversation you and I have already had, Telluminder.”

      “Correct. And it’s those powers that are the issue. I have been trying to find answers for the Chain Breaker, and it’s only been recently that I’ve come up with the truth.”

      “And what truth is that?” she asked.

      “That those powers have sought to return. He fears the order. For good reason, I suspect, but for the wrong reason. He fears the order because he believes they want power, but that is not what they’re after. They are using knowledge that has been gained recently to remove the threat.” He looked over to Eva and seemed as if he wanted to say something else, but hesitated.

      “Go on,” Jayna said.

      “You will not care for it.”

      “I don’t know that I care for much of this. It feels like you’re keeping something from us. From me.”

      Telluminder shook his head. “I keep nothing. I merely tell you the truth. There is power, and it exists, and unfortunately, that power has made its desire to escape known.”

      “So you believe the order is doing something good?”

      “I think that is how it started,” he said. “There was a quest for knowledge, but over time it changed. I had thought that it was only a fraction of the order, but perhaps it’s all of them, especially if Arinath is involved.”

      “So then what?”

      “Then they will banish all power, if they succeed.” He looked up at Jayna. “Including what you possess.”
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      The dragon carried them quickly. Gavin leaned forward, feeling the wind, feeling almost a certain sense of freedom and comfort as he clutched the dragon’s neck. As he looked down, he had the distinct sense of something here, though he wasn’t sure what it was or why he was feeling it.

      Despite the speed at which they traveled, the journey was slower than Gavin wanted. That was irritating to him, though that wasn’t terribly surprising given everything they’d been dealing with.

      Gaspar stayed close to him with his enchantment in place, and every so often he would whisper something to Gavin.

      “How far do you think we have to go?” Gaspar asked.

      “I don’t know. If we’re trying to track down other fragments—and the El’aras fragments in particular—we have to figure out where they might be. If Anna had stuck around, I could’ve asked her, but I don’t even know if she would’ve been willing to share that.” She had been so upset about the idea that he was drawing on the elders, as she had claimed, that Gavin didn’t know if she would’ve told him anything. “I remember what Brandon said about some of the other El’aras and where they once roamed, so…” He frowned, and he tried to think about the different powers that existed, how they might connect to him, and whether he might be able to use any of them to understand what had been going on. “I don’t know.”

      “I can tell you about a place where my people traveled,” Imogen said.

      Gavin looked over. “Where was it?”

      “It was not far from my homeland. You and I went there one time.”

      “I remember.”

      “I would suggest that if we are looking for memories of the El’aras families, we should look in those locations,” she said.

      The dragon veered off to the east. A bit of energy crackled through the dragon, and it took a moment for Gavin to realize that it wasn’t coming from him so much as it was coming from Imogen, who, as far as he could tell, poured out a bit of power from herself and sent it into the dragon. It was as if she was summoning some of the renral energy.

      When a shadow streaked overhead, he understood that that was exactly what it was. Not just one renral, but at least five, and they stayed in a triangular shape as they soared overhead.

      “Why did you do that?” Gavin asked.

      “Because the dragon asked for it,” Imogen said, shrugging. “There are certain things I can detect from this enchantment, and there are certain things I can see as I focus on what we’re doing. In this case, it seems to me that the dragon is the one that asked for it.”

      “Odd.”

      “I think a great many things are odd.”

      They moved east quickly, before descending rapidly and landing near the edge of a rocky landscape. Mountains rose in the distance, but there was no sign of the forest, which meant that there would be no bralinath trees. It surprised him that they had ended up coming here.

      Gavin jumped off the dragon and pushed downward, focusing on power and probing.

      He froze, every bit of him going cold.

      “There’s another of these ancient bralinath trees here. It feels like the others,” he said. He turned to Imogen, who was frowning. She had been with him when he’d traveled to the other realm—or at least one other realm—but would she think it was dangerous?

      Gavin focused on the deep energy and noticed Imogen doing something similar.

      And then there was the other woman that was with them. Gavin didn’t know much about Lilah, only that she was a powerful sorcerer. She waved her hands as she traced spells, which was something he had seen other sorcerers do, but there was a distinct sense of power as she did it that he did not feel as profoundly from other sorcerers. When Imogen had said that she would bring a skilled sorcerer with her, she had not mentioned that she was bringing somebody whose power would have rivaled—or possibly exceeded—that of the Fates. According to Imogen, Lilah had trained with a Porapeth, which amazed him.

      “There’s an energy here,” Lilah said, and she turned to look at Imogen. “It is old. Older than what we have faced before.”

      Gavin knew that the order was after fragments, and given the way the bralinath power had flowed toward those trees, he had assumed that they were El’aras fragments, but now he found himself wondering something different. What if they were even older than the El’aras? What if that was the power the El’aras drew upon?

      There were different powers in the world, and some were older than others, much like he had learned of the Porapeth and what Imogen had done with her connection to magic, so it begged the question as to why the bralinath elders would have been so willing to funnel their magic toward that other tree.

      “What else can you tell about it?” Imogen asked.

      “It’s beginning to change.” Lilah frowned, and then she brought her hands together quickly into two sharp smacks. A powerful circle of energy flowed out from her, swirling around them, where it washed over the landscape, rippled outward, and created a brief torrent of wind and debris that stirred up as it did. Then it finally settled down. “This is marked. There is an etching here. Something strange. I’m not entirely sure.”

      “What kind of an etching?”

      “It’s old. We’ve seen something like this in the Heart of my homeland, but even that wasn’t as old as what I’m feeling here.”

      Imogen moved forward and then paused for a moment, holding her blade stretched outward. “Speak to me, Benji,” she muttered.

      Gaspar looked over to Gavin. “She’s done this before. I don’t know if you’ve ever been around her when she’s attempted to reach her old Porapeth mentor, but it’s sort of like this.”

      “Have you ever heard him respond?”

      “Not particularly.”

      Imogen turned in place, and then she held a hand up. Power emanated from her. “Speak to me, Benji,” she whispered again.

      “Something is coming,” Lilah said. “I will do my best to hold it off.”

      She crouched down, traced a pattern on the ground, and brought her fist down in a sharp punch. The move surprised Gavin, as he hadn’t seen any sorcerers use a technique quite like that before. A nearly invisible white energy flowed outward, creating a ring that surrounded them. It shot upward, framing them something like a tree, and then downward as well.

      “Imogen?” Gavin asked.

      “Give me a moment, Gavin,” she said.

      She squeezed her blade. A band of silver energy started to flow out from someplace inside of Imogen, up along her blade, and then outward. The energy began to form a shape, looking like an actual human presence that was hovering over them, swirling in the air.

      “What are you doing, First?” this presence asked.

      Gavin leaned close to Gaspar. “Benji?”

      “I think so?” Gaspar mumbled.

      Even Lilah paused, turning toward Imogen. Her eyes had widened slightly, and she frowned, before tipping her head politely. The figure—Benji, Gavin presumed—started to laugh, and it was a bizarre, almost maniacal sound.

      “Oh, you don’t have to look like that, little one,” Benji said to Lilah. “I never blamed you for your role in all of this. You were just a pawn, sort of like the First here.”

      “Thanks,” Imogen said. She gave a small smile, which surprised Gavin, given that she was dealing with some foreign, and obviously magical, entity that looked as if it were floating over her head.

      “What did you call me for, First? You could’ve just spoken to me the way you always have, but you’re doing something different.” It seemed as if the figure was taking on more detail. It started to settle toward the ground, eventually landing next to Imogen.

      “Fuck. I forgot how that felt.”

      “I need your help, Benji,” Imogen said. “And I need the others to hear what you have to say.”

      Only then did Benji seem to recognize that it wasn’t just Imogen and Lilah, and he turned to look at Gavin and Gaspar. He leaned close to Gavin, and it seemed as if some silvery energy swirled away from him, though Gavin could not feel anything from it.

      “You have touched the other realms,” Benji said.

      “You know about the different realms?” Gaspar asked.

      “Know about them? Who do you think helped seal them off?”

      “What do you mean, ‘seal them off’?” Gavin said.

      “You must be the great Chain Breaker she was talking about. You don’t look all that great, but then again, I can’t see much about you.” He laughed again and looked over to Imogen. “Is he great, First?”

      “He’s great enough,” Imogen said.

      Benji snorted. “Well, look at what we have here. Yes. We helped seal them off. We had a warning that they needed to be, so we did it.”

      “Let me guess,” Gavin said. “The warning came from the order?”

      Benji frowned and turned to Imogen. “What is he talking about?”

      Imogen locked eyes with Benji for a moment, and her eyes flashed with silver. When they did, she stared at him, and it seemed as if Benji was staring back in a way where he was attempting to try to understand just what it was that she was sharing with him. Imogen didn’t say anything, but Gavin wondered if she even needed to, since she obviously had a connection to Benji.

      “The order,” Imogen said.

      Benji stood for a moment, though maybe the better way to describe it would be that he floated for a moment, not speaking for some time. “They didn’t call themselves that,” he finally said. “They call themselves the Forerunners. We never really knew what they were the forerunners for, but they shared secrets.” He shrugged. “And we could see, so we knew what we needed to do.”

      “What did you do?” Imogen asked.

      “I told you, we sealed off the other realms. One of them was here, in fact. There was a great battle held here.”

      “How many other realms?”

      Gavin frowned at Imogen’s question. Whenever he folded, following that power, he assumed that he was going to the same place each time.

      What if he hadn’t been?

      “It’s difficult to know,” Benji said. “I think I’ve lost that knowledge. Maybe I once knew it?”

      Benji was a fragment, which meant that there were things he may have lost.

      “You were saying something about battles?” Gavin asked. Battles would mean fragments, and that would explain why there would be such power here. “How many battles were there?”

      “I don’t know, Chain Breaker,” he said, laughing again. “How many great battles have you been in?”

      Gavin didn’t answer. Instead he turned away from Benji, slipped his enchantment into his ear, and tapped on it. “Wrenlow. Are you there?”

      “I’m here,” Wrenlow said, and he sounded almost annoyed that Gavin was interrupting whatever he was doing.

      “I need you and Char to look into important battles from a long time ago. You’re looking for things that predate most of what we know. I don’t know what you might find, but we need it as quickly as you can.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing that Char has uncovered a spell that allows him to search books quickly. I can’t even believe how fast we can go through these books. We’ve now got them sorted and—”

      “I need you to do this for me.”

      “Fine…” Wrenlow said. “Care to tell me why?”

      “These battles are somehow tied to the El’aras, and maybe to something else, and that’s what I’m trying to make sense of. I don’t really know. All I can tell you is that it’s all linked together.” And at this point, he wasn’t even sure. Maybe the fragments had been different then.

      The enchantment quieted, and Gavin turned his attention back to Benji, who was watching him.

      “Tell me about the battle here,” Imogen said.

      “You know about this,” Benji said. “We dealt with dangerous magics. You dealt with the branox, and there are others like that.”

      “Branox?” Gavin asked.

      “Dangerous creatures that feed on magical energy,” she said.

      “They feed on it?”

      “Well, I don’t know if they really do that so much as they are drawn to it, and once they reach it, then they are more than happy to devour anything that has real power. So maybe they feed on it?” She shrugged, and turned to look at Gaspar. “It was after I left you, and when we first started making my way back to my homeland.”

      “The First destroyed the branox queen, but we did have a little difficulty shortly after that,” Benji said, laughing again.

      “Is he always like this?” Gavin asked her.

      “It’s a fragment, Gavin,” she said.

      “Right.”

      If there was one thing he understood about the fragments, it was that they were bound to that kind of power. They were a splinter of what had once existed, which often made them strange, and also not as powerful as they once had been. So Benji must have been something like this in the past, though Gavin wondered if he had been as odd and quirky as he seemed to be now.

      Imogen looked over to Benji, and then to Lilah, who was still holding on to her spell. She shook her head.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “Pressure,” she said.

      “What kind of pressure?”

      “I don’t know. I can feel it coming, and pushing outward. It’s dangerous.”

      “Can’t you see it?” Benji asked Imogen. “I can, so I would think that you would be able to as well, First.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t see it.”

      “Well, what a disappointment. There are others making their way here. Sorcerers, maybe.” Benji turned in place as if he was trying to see something off in the distance. “But it’s more than just that. There are different kinds of power. Enchantments, I suppose you call them.” He cackled. “But they aren’t the kinds of powers I’ve seen before.”

      “Then what are they?” Gavin asked.

      Benji went quiet, and Gavin wondered if he was even going to answer. Benji lost all form and suddenly became a thin wisp of silver, shooting upward and stretching beyond the perimeter that Lilah had established. Then he swirled, becoming a diffuse sort of energy that washed outward, to the point where Gavin could see nothing left of him.

      Gavin stood there gaping.

      He turned back to Imogen and tried to understand what Benji had done, but she was looking up, as if trying to follow and also make sense of it in a way Gavin could not quite understand.

      “What do you think this is?” he asked.

      Imogen looked around. “It’s tied to the fragments in some way, though I can’t tell you what way or why.”

      He thought about the different attacks, and what they had seen, and what they had experienced, and he couldn’t help but wonder if there had to be something to this that he might be able to uncover. But the real question was what it was and how he might be able to piece it together.

      And then there was the fact that the El’aras had departed.

      Why had they done that? Had they tried to go and protect their bralinath trees?

      Nothing made sense to him. Everything left him with more questions.

      If this was about fragments, and using these enchantments to somehow feed on them, the order had not done that yet in Yoran.

      Maybe because they couldn’t. Maybe because the council had set up protections.

      Before he had a chance to question more, the silver energy began to coalesce again overhead, and then it twisted downward until the shape of Benji started to form in front of them again. Once he landed, he looked over to Imogen. She nodded to him as if something passed between them.

      “What did you find?” Gavin asked.

      Benji didn’t turn to him, but when he spoke, it sent a chill down Gavin’s spine.

      “Forerunners.”
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      Gavin watched Lilah as she held on to her sorcery power.

      “I’m aware of the source of this,” she said, “but it is pushing quickly. It seems to be coming from…” She frowned. “I can’t quite tell.”

      “It’s folding,” Gavin said.

      He looked over to Imogen, whose expression was even more concerned. She shifted her feet and stepped into a pattern, and from there, she pressed downward like she was going to use the tree pattern.

      As she did, the fragmented Benji did something that Gavin had not expected, and started to swirl through her, around her, as if to add to what Imogen was doing.

      “They are coming,” she said.

      “From where?” Gavin said.

      “From wherever they hide.”

      “You mean they aren’t here all the time?” Gaspar asked.

      They had been looking for the order but had not found them. If the order could travel by folding, then it made sense. Considering that Tenender obviously had had that ability, Gavin knew that the others did as well.

      “I’m pushing, but I don’t know how much longer I can hold out,” Lilah said.

      “You must do what you need quickly,” Imogen said to Gavin.

      He didn’t hesitate, using his core reserves and the tree pattern he had been forming so often of late. He forced that power down to feel for the deeper sense of energy, and he detected it quickly. It was buried, but not so deeply that he could not call on it. As he pushed, he was able to latch on to that power, and then framed it with his bralinath tree.

      “Get over here,” Gavin said.

      “I won’t be able to hold it if we leave,” Lilah said.

      Imogen shook her head. “We aren’t staying here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Just let Gavin guide us.”

      Lilah tapped on the ground, making another pattern, and then nodded. Her power was holding, but Gavin wasn’t sure how long it would. He didn’t have to use his for very long.

      He folded them.

      There was a bit of pain, and it seemed as if time passed slowly, until they unfolded. Once again, they were in the vast expanse of emptiness.

      Gavin turned to Imogen. “What does Benji tell you about this place?”

      She paused for a moment, and her eyes flashed silver. Gavin wasn’t sure if she was trying to summon him again, or if she was simply speaking to him as she had before. When she looked over, she shook her head. “Benji is quiet on this matter.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible that he cannot tell me anything, or it’s possible that he simply cannot see it.”

      “We need to know whether it’s safe for me to release this power,” Gavin said.

      “We do,” she agreed.

      He had been convinced that these were bralinath trees and that whatever he was doing, and how he was doing it, connected to that, but now he wasn’t sure any longer. What if this was a different form of tree?

      And why a tree?

      The answer came to him.

      There were different forms of stable fragments, he knew. According to Imogen, the Porapeth went to the sky, which might only be for more stable fragments. The El’aras had created the bralinath trees. Those were stable too. They provided guidance, but did not endanger others that got close. Not the way some fragments did.

      And if they were stable, what did the order intend to do with them?

      Gavin focused on power, and he could feel it starting to buckle through him, to the point where he knew he wasn’t going to be able to hold on to it for much longer. And when he couldn’t…

      “Let it go,” Imogen said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t see it, but I feel it.”

      He released the power.

      The bralinath quickly started to bloom, flowing outward from where he was holding it, and overwhelming energy exploded from him. It formed rapidly, as if the bralinath recognized the urgency.

      Maybe it wasn’t even a bralinath tree. As that power grew, it occurred to Gavin that it felt different than the bralinath trees he had been using in the past. So if it wasn’t a bralinath tree, then what was he supposed to call it?

      A fragment tree?

      “This is what you did in the past?” Imogen asked.

      “Something like this,” Gavin said. “It didn’t happen quite this fast before, so I can’t really say why it’s doing it now, only that it seems like the power that’s here recognizes what I needed from it.”

      But maybe even that wasn’t true. It was possible that it wasn’t so much that the power recognized it as it was that there were other powers already here. He could feel the bralinath that formed beginning to connect to the other bralinath trees.

      Then it continued to expand.

      Gaspar approached it.

      “Be careful,” Gavin said. “It’s still fragmented power.”

      And there was still power in it that he wasn’t even sure what to make of.

      If all of this was linked to places of great battles, Gavin had a different set of questions.

      He had believed that bralinath trees were tied to ancient El’aras elders, and had thought that even these bralinath trees might be among the oldest of the El’aras, but when he’d tried to connect to that understanding, Gavin had not been able to see anything. He had not been able to feel anything either.

      More than that, it didn’t make sense for these to be El’aras, as they seemed to predate even the other bralinath trees.

      What was it, then?

      He motioned for them to follow him, and they started off over the landscape.

      “Everything has changed here,” Gavin said. “Each time I add another of these trees, something begins to change. I don’t know what it is, but it feels like adding to it causes something here to shift.”

      He could feel that power, yet he was not sure what it was that he was doing.

      They moved quickly, and then he paused, folded them back, and stepped free. The moment that he did, his enchantment crackled in his ear.

      “Gavin?” Wrenlow’s voice piped in through the enchantment. “You wanted references to important battles, and we found some. Well, we didn’t find battles, but we found slaughters.”

      “Slaughters?”

      “It’s not really clear. The language is odd, and we’re having a hard time translating, but it feels like there was talk about a great devastation. Does that sound about right?”

      “All I know is that we’re looking for battles.”

      “I’ve found reference to five great battles, or more accurately, five great slaughters,” Wrenlow said. “It’s a difficult language that has been lost for a long time. I could go into the details of how we’ve been able to try to break it down and transcribe it and translate it, but I know you don’t care about that.”

      “I appreciate it,” Gavin said.

      “Anyway, there are five such places. One is to the north, while one is to the west, beyond anywhere we traveled. One is in the mountains, and there’s a fourth one, but it’s not really referenced all that well.”

      Gavin thought about each of those places and wondered if he had visited some of them. He assumed he must have.

      “But it’s the last one, Gavin. That’s the one I think you need to know about.”

      “I’m sure it’s near Yoran,” Gavin said.

      He explained what had happened and what they had been doing.

      “I haven’t placed a tree there, though.”

      “Maybe you need to,” Wrenlow said. “I mean, we’re dealing with Yoran battles, which are all tied to fragments…” His voice drifted off. “We’ve been trying to figure out why it always seems like the city has all this power, right?”

      “We have.”

      “Well, what if it has always been related to this? First, a great slaughter, then the El’aras, then the Society, and now you. It’s like Yoran is at the heart of all these things.”

      “Or maybe it was always at the heart,” Gavin said softly.

      “Maybe,” Wrenlow said. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Keep researching. If you find anything, let me know. Look for more about these slaughters if you can.”

      “I believe Char has some information, and we will find as much as we can. I wish I could help you more.”

      “You’ve helped quite a bit,” Gavin said.

      He looked over at Gaspar, who had heard the conversation through the enchantment, so he knew exactly what Wrenlow had uncovered. He didn’t seem surprised, much like Gavin wasn’t terribly surprised, especially considering everything they had found so far about Yoran and all that had happened there.

      Had he not left Yoran protected, he would’ve been more concerned, but now…

      “I see something,” Imogen said.

      “What do you see?” Gavin asked.

      “The images have been different these days, not nearly as clear as what they once were. I see darkness coming. That could mean many things, though.”

      “But it could mean something.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it does. I always saw darkness around you.”

      “Great,” Gavin muttered. “So you’ve got a power like mine building.”

      Imogen’s face clouded for a moment. “Perhaps many powers like yours.”

      “That should worry you.”

      “It does. It very much does.”

      He breathed out heavily. It was time to make preparations, only Gavin wasn’t sure what that was going to look like. And more than that, he didn’t know how much time they had to make them.
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      Gavin was concerned that they were running low on time, as there was the possibility that they would find themselves burdened by an attack before they had a chance to make full preparations. He had no interest in giving the order that opportunity, but so far, there had been no sign of them.

      That bothered him. Not the fact that the order hadn’t attacked. That was a good thing, though he also recognized that the quiet was probably a temporary thing and did not necessarily mean they were in the clear. In fact, he actually thought they were still in quite a bit of danger. The order was likely plotting and making their own preparations. It was part of the reason he’d made sure that the additional protections that they’d added around Yoran could protect it.

      They had some experience now with the order, which meant they had some experience with what the order might do and what they might try. They also had some knowledge of what it would take for them to overpower it.

      But they hadn’t attacked.

      Gavin marched around the perimeter of the city and monitored it, while making sure he could feel the defenses that were there. As he did, he picked up on the consistent quiet that was all around him. Everything beyond the boundary of the city—and the boundary had been pushed out over time—was absolutely silent.

      Safe and protected.

      All of that should be reassuring.

      So why wasn’t it?

      At one point, as he was patrolling, he found his attention drifting toward the sky, toward a pair of birds that circled and swooped. They looked like renral, but they weren’t.

      They were enchantments.

      He didn’t know if these were Mekel’s or if they were something that Alana had made. Given her proclivity for such things, there was a high likelihood that she had been responsible for them, especially given how those enchantments could be used to patrol.

      He turned and looked back at the city. He circled around until he found what he suspected. Nestled in the crook of a bells tree was Alana.

      She was holding on to the tree with one arm, staring up at the sky, and then she watched him as he approached.

      “Are you supposed to be out here?” he asked.

      “I just wanted to help,” she said. “I know it doesn’t seem like they’re coming for me, but I still want to make sure I’m doing my part.”

      “And what do you think your part is?”

      “I can scout.”

      He smiled. “You can.”

      “But the way you say it means you don’t think I should.”

      “I think it’s risky.”

      “I know,” she said. “And only those who can handle them should be out here.”

      He frowned. “Do you think I shouldn’t be out here?”

      “Can you handle the order?”

      Gavin wanted to say that he could, since he had trained to handle any threat that came at him, but there was something about the order that tested him in ways he had not been tested before. He didn’t know why, but he felt as if the order caused him to react and rebel. Maybe it was the combination of knowledge and skill. Or perhaps they were using the skill to acquire the knowledge. Gavin wasn’t exactly sure which it was. Considering that they were using fragments, and that those fragments allowed them to do things they shouldn’t otherwise do, he began to question just how much they would have been able to do without that.

      But it still took a measure of skill to be able to use those fragments and draw the power. It took knowledge, and it took…

      Well, Gavin wasn’t exactly sure what, only that it took a measure of understanding.

      He smiled at her again. “I like to think I can,” he finally said. “I understand that they are dangerous, and to be honest, I want to do whatever we can to ensure that they’re dealt with. But I also don’t think we can overreact. They are a threat. And until we know what they’re looking to do and what they think to do to us, I know that we can’t respond.”

      “How have you managed to stay so calm?” Alana asked.

      “Training,” Gavin said.

      “You trained to be calm?”

      “Most of my training involved being ready for any sort of an attack. To be honest, some of that was easier than others. I learned how to handle dangerous situations, but mostly because I had no choice. The challenge is that you have to learn how to handle threats, but you also have to learn how to handle waiting on a threat. You have to stay prepared.”

      “You always seem prepared,” she said, her voice soft.

      “I think there’s a part of me that’s always on edge so that I can be prepared. And when I need to, I’m ready to fight.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m going to keep you safe.”

      “But they aren’t after me. That’s what you said.”

      “It doesn’t seem like it,” Gavin said. “But that’s not to say that you don’t have a role here. Given what we’ve seen of you and your power, I suspect that you actually have a much more prominent role than we know.”

      “Because of what’s on the other side.”

      He nodded. “Partly. I don’t know what to make of it. To be honest, I don’t know what to tell you about it.”

      “That’s okay,” Alana said. “I know that once this calms down, we’ll be able to look into it.”

      That was what he told himself too, and what he knew they needed to do, as Alana deserved that much. He couldn’t help but feel as if she needed answers, and he couldn’t help but feel as if he should be able to provide those for her.

      But it was one more thing that the order was better at than him. They were better fighters, and they were also better at finding answers.

      His people were working, but they were his people and not him. What did that say about him?

      Gavin hated that.

      “You look bothered,” Alana said.

      “I suppose I am. There are times when I wish I could be more than a fighter.”

      “You think that’s all you are?”

      “Sometimes,” he admitted. “I guess I’m still trying to figure out my purpose.” He smiled slightly. “I thought that I was going to be connected to the El’aras, but…”

      “Where do you think they went?”

      “Someplace safe, I hope,” Gavin said. “I wanted them to go someplace where they don’t have to fear the order. Maybe someplace where they can find answers about themselves.”

      “That’s all I want to do as well.”

      It was something that Gavin understood. There was a part of him that wanted answers about himself too. Tristan had died before Gavin had gotten an opportunity to learn about how he had ended up with Tristan, and the bralinath trees certainly didn’t provide him with those answers, yet Gavin wondered if perhaps they even could.

      Still, the answers would be there. He knew that they would—the knowledge and what they offered him were there for his taking.

      It was just that it was one more thing he also had not taken the time to do, or to learn, because he had been so busy and focused on everything he had been doing as the Chain Breaker.

      Maybe what he needed was to find his own answers.

      He smiled to himself, then turned to Alana. “How about this? When this is done, we can both start looking into our truths.”

      “What if we don’t like what we find?”

      “Is that what you worry about?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t remember much before I was here. But if I’m tied to that other place, and somehow tied in a way that means I’m a part of that, I…”

      “You don’t need to fear that,” Gavin said. “Besides. It’s not what we were that matters. It’s what we can be.”

      She was quiet for a moment, and then said, “Thank you. You always say the right thing, Gavin.”

      He laughed at that, though he didn’t necessarily feel as if that were true. Sometimes he felt as if he didn’t say the right thing, but for Alana, he definitely wanted to.

      He let out a sigh and then glanced to her enchantments in the sky. “Be careful with those. We don’t want to draw the order to us.”

      “I won’t.”

      He set off, continuing his patrol.

      He didn’t need to be here, he knew. This patrol was his, but it also didn’t have to be his. There were others who could be a part of it, and to be honest, Gavin knew that there were others who probably should be a part of it. What he did, and how he did it, were tied to his own sense of worth. And in a way, his sense of worth was simply tied to the fact that he believed he needed to do these things.

      But did he?

      He told Alana that it didn’t matter what he had been, that it only mattered what he was going to be, but sometimes he questioned that. He was the Chain Breaker. At least, that was what he had been.

      But what could he be if not that?

      That was something he had to find for himself. And he was going to have to figure it out before he was forced to by the order.

      He spent another few hours in the darkness, continuing his preparations. Most of it involved testing whether the boundary around the city was effective, but not entirely. At one point, he checked a couple of golems that had been placed, making sure they were as fortified as they needed to be, and he was thankful to see that they were.

      He tested the enchantments, and even made his way briefly through the Leier encampment, finding that Imogen’s people were all ready.

      It wasn’t just the people that were readying, he saw. The renral were circling, and occasionally they would dive as if checking on something, before ascending once more. Gavin did not know much about the renral, other than what he had been told by Imogen, but he suspected that the power they were displaying was protecting Yoran in ways that even enchantments would not be able to do.

      His communication enchantment crackled.

      “I’m starting to find something, Gavin,” Wrenlow said.

      “Oh?”

      Gavin paused near the northern edge of the city. From here, he noticed an occasional glimmer in the distance. It might just be his imagination, or it could be some magic user out there. That was what he feared.

      “It’s connected to these battles,” Wrenlow said.

      “We already know that.”

      “No. It’s connected to them in a different way. I’m thinking about what we had already heard about them. You said that Imogen’s friend—”

      “The Porapeth,” Gavin said.

      “Right. Porapeth. You said that it was related to what they were able to do?”

      “Well, Benji said something about these Forerunners. I was hoping that you might’ve found out something about that.”

      “Not exactly Forerunners, but when I researched some of these old battles, I found that there are aspects of them that are linked to something different. Once in a while, I find information that seems really old. Older than what we’ve found in some of those other books.”

      Wrenlow had started to gather some of the books from the hidden library, look through them for answers, and archive them, but he had not been able to find anything from them yet. Part of that was the issue they had with trying to break down the language. As far as they had been able to uncover, the language was lost, and it was no longer spoken. That posed a challenge, but it was more than just that. There were aspects to it suggesting that maybe there were also other problems. The language was more than a language. Power was somehow built into it.

      “Tell me you’ve uncovered something about the fragments and what they’re doing with them,” Gavin said.

      Wrenlow sighed. “Sadly, no. But I did find evidence that there was a dangerous entity. At least, that’s the way it reads. Maybe it’s a god, but they give it a name. Actually, there are several of them. And they just appeared. Before that, there wasn’t anything, but then after they showed up, there was this threat.”

      “So what do you think that means?”

      “I don’t know. It depends on how you read it. I’ve been trying to make sense of it, as have some of the others I’ve been working with, but so far we haven’t been able to piece it together. I think it means that there wasn’t power, and then there was, but even if you believe that interpretation, the better question is why there wasn’t power before, and where it came from.”

      “So you think it’s tied to these Forerunners.”

      “Maybe,” Wrenlow said. “Anyway, I just thought it was useful.”

      “Well, considering what we have seen and some of what we’ve uncovered, I can’t help but feel as if maybe it is. I’ve been trying to figure out what it is that they were after, and searching for anything that would help me know more about what they wanted, but…”

      Gavin wasn’t sure what to make of it. He still didn’t have a good answer. There was a part of him that questioned if it was just about fragments.

      There was one possibility that he had thought of, that the fragments were something the order wanted to clear out because they feared power. But there was another possibility, and it was that they were hoping to claim power. Unify it.

      And that, unfortunately, fit with what he had already seen and experienced, especially because he was noticing some of his own as that power consolidated. Something within that had been building in a way that he knew to be a problem.

      If he could figure it out and come to terms with what it was, then maybe Gavin could identify what the order was after.

      It always had to be about more than just fragments.

      He continued his patrol, but felt an increasing uncertainty. And now he was left with more questions than he had answers to, and it was the kind of thing that bothered him. They were dealing with fragments, but what kind, and what did that mean?

      It meant power, though the type of power the order could control. Beyond that…

      Beyond that, Gavin simply did not know.

      He was troubled by it, however. And until he had a good answer, and until he could figure out what that meant, he wasn’t sure he would be able to come up with that.

      So he continued his patrol. He continued his preparations. He had to be ready.

      He might have a future he could choose, but he had to rely on his past to survive to see it.
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      Jayna and Eva left Telluminder’s shop. He had not offered much more, only giving Jayna more warning about Gavin. She did not feel as if Gavin were a threat, though admittedly she didn’t know him all that well. They had fought alongside each other and been allies, however uneasy at times.

      More than that, she trusted him. And she knew that Eva trusted him because he had helped her and her people, and he had helped them find a measure of peace.

      She wasn’t exactly sure what to make of Telluminder’s information, but if the order was trying to take power and banish it, she didn’t know if she could believe that. From what she had seen, most who tried to steal power really wanted it for themselves. And if that was the case, then anyone who tried to consolidate power was dangerous.

      Maybe even Gavin.

      She let out a heavy sigh.

      It was nice being back in Nelar. Now that she was here, there was a part of her that wanted nothing more than to finish what she’d been doing so that she could return and relax. Maybe finally settle down, and settle in.

      Figure out what was going on with Gavin, and then she could.

      She sent a message to Topher, and wasn’t surprised when he responded to her quickly. She also wasn’t surprised he was disappointed that she intended to leave as soon as she did. She couldn’t stay.

      She and Eva reached the edge of the city, and Jayna hesitated a moment before grabbing for an enchantment, only to see a figure sprinting after them.

      She immediately began to create a pattern, readying a magic ball spell, when Eva raised a hand to stop her.

      “Just let him come,” Eva said.

      “Let who come?”

      Eva pointed. “That foolish boy.”

      Though she said it that way, there was a hint of a smile on her face as Topher raced toward them, carrying a satchel outstretched on his arm as if it were some sort of explosive that might burst at any moment.

      “I know you were planning on leaving, and I understand, but I wanted you to have this,” Topher said. He handed Jayna the satchel. “The dular made several items that might be useful for you, including a way of traveling.” He grinned as he said that.

      “What way?” Eva asked.

      “Well, Jayna mentioned how she had created some sort of flying enchantment, and I was speaking to a skilled dular named Deliah, who has been helping me with acquiring different enchantments, and she suggested that there might be one we’ve have made that could be useful.” He nodded. “Just take a look. If you find anything in there that you think might be helpful, it’s yours to use.”

      Jayna took the satchel and then started to flip through it.

      Everything was organized neatly inside, with different sections.

      “How am I supposed to know what they do?” she asked.

      “You just have to tap on the enchantment here,” he said, tapping on the back of the satchel. It was another enchantment, and as Topher touched it, the satchel sent up a strange energy that Jayna could feel, and within that was the sense of power that seemed to tell her exactly what everything in the satchel did.

      “Thank you, Topher.”

      “Just make sure you come back when this is done.”

      He looked at Jayna, and then turned to Eva, who surprised Jayna by wrapping him in a hug. Topher flushed as Eva released him, then headed back into the city.

      “He’s never going to let you go now,” Jayna said.

      “Just stop,” Eva said.

      Jayna tapped on the enchantment within the satchel again, noticing the one that illuminated for transportation and pulling it out. “Well, what do you say? Are we ready to get back to Yoran?”

      “The last time we were there, we didn’t have the easiest of times. I’m not exactly sure what we might find, but I will be surprised if it isn’t more of the same.”

      “Last time we spent any time there, I was still feeling like I had some control over my Toral connection,” Jayna said.

      “Just because you don’t have the same power doesn’t mean you aren’t the same person.” Eva grinned at her. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

      “You stop throwing my words back at me.”

      “I will, but only when you start making good decisions.”

      When she tapped on the transportation enchantment, it began to stretch like a bird, though not like any bird she’d ever seen before. It had a massive beak, as well as long, enormous wings that were green and yellow, and a wide tail that probably could seat at least one person on top of it. She shared a look with Eva, who shrugged, and then the two of them climbed on top of the enchantment.

      “How do you think we need to control this?” Jayna asked.

      “Are you sure you can control it?”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      With that, Jayna touched the enchantment and tried to talk to it, whispering for it to fly, but nothing happened. She spoke louder, and still nothing happened.

      When she looked back at Eva, she shrugged.

      “It’s just a colorful bird?” Eva asked. “Seems unusual.”

      It was, even for Topher.

      She attempted to connect to the enchantment again, and pushed. This time, it seemed as if her Toral ring activated, linking and bridging to this enchantment. Something began to change, and the enchantment started to glow.

      Then the bird took off. It didn’t take long before it was soaring over the city. Jayna had the distinct sense that Topher was down there watching, though she couldn’t see him, and she wondered if perhaps he had been waiting to see if Jayna could figure out how to power up the enchantment. An enchantment could be tied to a specific person, usually its maker. She hoped that was not the case here.

      “Are you rested enough?” she asked Eva.

      “As much as I can be.”

      Jayna nodded and focused on the way the bizarre, enchanted bird streaked above the ground. The Toral connection had allowed her to activate it, otherwise it would not have been effective. She was curious why that was the case, and whether Topher had known that she would need to use her Toral connection in order to draw on it.

      As they flew and approached Yoran, Jayna began to feel power that reminded her of what they had faced when dealing with Drogon. Assuming that he was tied to the order, then this was where they needed to be.

      The order was here.

      But why here, and why now?

      While they circled, she caught sight of several peculiar birds that circled over the city. She frowned, staring at them and trying to make sense of what they were and why they seemed to be moving in an odd pattern, only to not be able to tell anything from this vantage.

      She hurriedly cast a detection spell and sent it sweeping toward those birds, which made them come streaking at her.

      Jayna bit her lip as she watched them. “Well, it seems like we have a bit of trouble coming our way. I must’ve just angered some defense mechanism around the city. I don’t know what it is, but these birds are flying at us, and they’re moving quickly.”

      “Birds?” Eva asked. She looked over toward them, and then she squeezed her hand, causing a little blood to drip down. It turned into a streamer of smoke, which she flicked toward the nearest of the birds. It looked something like a raven, but larger and a bit boxier, of all things, than any raven Jayna had ever seen before. When Eva’s streamer of smoke struck, it swirled around the enchantment—as that was what it had to be—and then Eva constricted it, which forced the enchantment to compress downward. It reminded Jayna of what she had seen when Drogon had simply disappeared.

      “What did you do to it?” Jayna asked.

      Eva shrugged. “I didn’t do anything. I just tapped on it. It seems like it folded up.”

      “Folded?”

      That was what Char had mentioned. Could the city be under attack?

      Jayna changed her detection spell and began to cast it all around Yoran, looking for unusual kinds of powers. She felt protections that existed within the city, but there was not much else there. She couldn’t tell how much of them were enchantments and how much of them were sorcery—which meant that the Society had been involved in helping with this. Some were possibly even El’aras protections, though Jayna wasn’t sure if that was the case or not.

      Jayna could tell that Eva was doing something similar, using her own detection spell. Hers swept downward, but it was more diffuse and seemed to spiral in a way that was almost comforting.

      “Something is in the forest,” Eva said.

      Jayna used her connection to the enchantment to guide the creature toward the trees outside Yoran, where they began to descend. Eva jumped free, not even waiting, and then hurried into the trees, where Jayna was left to follow.

      “Is that…”

      Eva stopped next to the remains of a creature.

      “It’s one of those snakes.”

      She looked back toward the city.

      What had been going on while she’d been away?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      When the attack came, it did so quickly.

      Gavin wasn’t entirely surprised by the sudden appearance, as he had been prepared for it. He’d been patrolling regularly, searching for anything that would offer an answer as to what the order was doing and the kind of danger they would face. They had never found any real danger, just the occasional pulsation of power that suggested a brief visit, but then it would disappear.

      This time, it was a blast.

      All around Yoran, explosions thundered. It was as if the ground erupted.

      Gavin was in the middle of the city when it came, and he immediately shot up on a burst of the Lightning Strikes power. He hovered in the air, and realized he was not alone.

      Imogen floated next to him, and then a dozen renral came sweeping toward them. They circled over the city, crackling with their own power, which radiated not only to the renral but also toward Imogen.

      She landed on the largest of the creatures, then looked around. “They have finally decided to attack.”

      “You don’t have to say that as if it’s a good thing,” Gavin said.

      “Far from it,” she said. “In fact, I would say that this is not. We have not completed our preparations.”

      “You haven’t completed them? What else do you need to do?”

      “We’ve been attempting to try to place deeper protections, and to see if there is any way we can secure the fragments that might be here. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem as if such a thing is going to be possible.”

      The renral continued to circle, and Gavin realized that they were also creating something of a barrier. This must’ve been one of Imogen’s additional layers of protection.

      He looked out.

      There was a ring of power around the city, and beyond that were hundreds and hundreds of creatures. At least, that was what they looked like. They were probably enchantments, though.

      And standing far from the city was Arinath.

      Gavin felt Gaspar through the enchantment, and one of the renral streaked down and picked him up. He swept his gaze out as he shifted the enchantments on his wrists.

      “How did they get here without us knowing?” Gaspar asked.

      “Probably traveling between realms, the same way we did.”

      Gavin was still curious as to whether they could travel to a single realm, or if there was more than one realm the way Benji had implied. And if there were multiple, then the other question was whether this was all tied to the fragments.

      And there was still the issue of Alana and what she might do.

      “They need you down there,” Gaspar said, peering in the distance.

      “No, they need a general,” Imogen said. She looked at Gavin. “And you need to protect the girl. Understand what they are after with her. Discover that secret.”

      With that, she jumped, dropping to the ground on a bolt of lightning. Then she strode forward, her sword calling the storm, power sparking through her in a way that Gavin didn’t even know if he’d be able to replicate.

      She was right. The army that they faced outside of Yoran did not need him. He was no soldier. He was the Chain Breaker.

      But what chain was he to break now?

      “Do I need to do anything more?” Lilah asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Gavin said.

      “Then I’m going to help.”

      She didn’t jump the way Imogen had, but she guided the renral, which circled downward. Lilah had already started to build a pattern, sending explosive bursts of energy in the form of fireballs, which caused the ground around some of the creatures to ripple and rupture.

      Gavin stared for a moment, marveling at the power she possessed, wondering how any one person could have that amount of skill with sorcery.

      “We need to get moving, boy,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin nodded. “I know. We don’t know what else we might find here.”

      “Death, if we stay too long. So let’s go.”

      Gavin streaked toward the city. He could feel the buildup of power, a bulging of energy that suggested it was attempting to press into the city itself. Given the way that the order had threatened to attack, he knew that he could not do nothing.

      What was worse was what he feared.

      There was power here.

      He had allowed himself to think that the order was only after the fragments, but the sudden incursion toward the city and the amount of energy that had been rebuffed so far made him question if perhaps Arinath had revealed their hand too soon.

      Alana.

      Maybe she was still the key.

      Only how?

      “We need to get to her,” Gavin said.

      “We can keep her safe,” Gaspar said, clearly knowing who Gavin meant.

      “I hope so. I just don’t know.”

      Gaspar gritted his teeth. “We can keep her safe,” he repeated.

      Gavin took a deep breath, and then they started off, heading toward the fortress.

      When they reached it, he hurriedly raced through the gate. He immediately began to form the barricade of the tree pattern in order to defend himself from the different protections he knew that Mekel had placed, but he needn’t have worried because they were not active against him. That didn’t surprise him, as he suspected that Mekel had chosen to allow him to pass.

      The front door came open, and Zella stood on the other side.

      “I need Alana,” he said.

      “You aren’t taking her out in that,” she said, pointing off into the distance, where the battle was waging all around.

      “I’m not. But I need her so we can try to understand what they’re after.”

      Zella glowered at him. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

      She stepped aside, and Alana was waiting there and already wearing a cloak, as if she had planned on departing along. She smiled at Gavin. “Where are we going?”

      “I’m not so sure that we need to go anywhere,” he said.

      “You need my help. You just don’t know why you do.”

      Gavin nodded slowly. “That’s true. I don’t know, and I’m a little concerned about what it means. Not only for you, but for all of us.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me, Gavin.”

      There was something mature in the way she said it, much more than she should be.

      “I’m not sure I can stop worrying about you, Alana.”

      “If it will protect us, the city, my friends…” She smiled again. “I will do it.”

      Gavin let out a heavy sigh. “I think it might. I just don’t know why. But I think that if we go back to that temple, we can start searching for answers.”

      Alana looked uncertain, but then she nodded.

      They hurried through the city. As they traveled, power exploded overhead. Gavin kept feeling it pulling at him, and he wondered if it was the El’aras bralinath tree or maybe the fragment tree that he was feeling. When he moved, however, it seemed as if the attack shifted, which surprised him. So far, the order had not managed to get through the protections that the Council of Yoran had placed, but he worried that those would eventually fail.

      Everything inside him told him to try to lead the attack away, though Gavin knew that he could not.

      If they were after him because of what he had done with the bralinath trees to consolidate their power, he needed to better understand why. And not only were they after him, but they had come after Alana.

      Gavin needed to understand that, as well.

      They headed down, toward the temple.

      And then he felt power building, followed by a shimmering of energy.

      It happened so quickly that he didn’t even have a chance to react as seven members of the order surrounded them.

      “Keep her safe,” Gavin said to Gaspar.

      Gaspar nodded and stuck several enchantments on his wrist, while Gavin focused on the power within him. He had his core reserves, and yet he was missing something he was accustomed to having.

      Not just his blade, though that was part of it. He was missing the connection he shared to the bralinath trees, but that was just a superficial connection, he knew. Gavin focused and summoned the blade of energy. It required that he draw on his core reserves, but he also used that deeper sense of energy.

      As soon as he did, he darted toward the nearest person.

      The rest converged, as if they were going to compress him. He pushed against them using the tree pattern. Strangely, he began to feel something different to their technique this time. It was almost like their fighting style consumed his power.

      They were attempting to swallow his fragments.

      “I can feel them doing something,” Gaspar said. “It hurts.”

      It wasn’t just his fragments they were trying to swallow, then.

      “Gavin?” Alana said, her voice weakened.

      He looked over and noticed the panic in her eyes. And then he noticed something else.

      She was trying to get away but couldn’t.

      Alana seemed as if she was trying to squeeze and compress herself. He rushed toward her, grabbing her before she folded. Gavin didn’t want to stop her from escaping, but he did want to stop the order from consuming her fragment.

      And he didn’t need to fight entirely. Nor did he need to fight alone.

      He felt for the ancient fragment trees.

      There was another power here.

      He could feel it calling to him. He had known there would be something here, as this was a site of a battle and another place he had needed to find, which meant that this was another place where he needed to form the fragment tree.

      He hurriedly drew on the energy around him, tapping into the ancient power that was here, and then folded, but he dragged something with him.

      Almost too late, he began to wonder if this was what the order had wanted.

      He felt a connection to this, to the trees, to this power.

      And then he folded back, exploding a band of energy outward in a sharp blade that sliced through each of the order around them, dropping all of them.

      He was quiet. Gaspar was quiet. The power around him seemed as if it trembled.

      “Alana?” Gavin asked, looking over to her.

      She approached the tree and reached her hand out.

      “I don’t think you should touch it,” he said.

      “It’s calling to me, Gavin. It wants me to fold it up.” She looked at him. “I think we should.”

      “Alana,” Gaspar said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I don’t think you should—”

      Gaspar didn’t have a chance to finish as Alana touched the tree.

      There was an explosion.

      And then everything started to fold.

      The power around Gavin began to compress and constrict, but more than that, it felt as if the trees themselves—the five locations he had secured—were bending inward. He could feel the linked power here, though he had never done anything like this before. It was just all around.

      Fragmented power was drawn to a single source of energy, consolidating.

      And he felt Alana’s touch on it, almost as if she was aware of that energy as well.

      “I know why they wanted me here,” Alana said.

      And with that, the power folded.
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      Jayna could feel the energy around her. She wasn’t sure what it was or why she could feel it so acutely, but she was aware of the power that existed everywhere. She turned and looked over to Eva, who had been focusing on the smoke and sending it swirling out from her as she attempted to test for whatever was here.

      “The ring is active,” Jayna said.

      Eva had stopped next to the snake and sent a tendril of smoke around it, examining it in ways she had not been able to do when they had dealt with the snake before.

      “There’s something here that I feel I should know,” Eva said. She released the smoke she had wrapped around the snake, then turned to Jayna. There was a bit of darkness in her eyes. “Those memories aren’t there any longer. I don’t know if they will ever return.”

      “What do you remember now?”

      “Nothing more than before,” Eva said. Though her voice was soft, Jayna heard the catch in her words, along with a hint of worry. And Jayna understood that. She felt something similar, especially because she understood that there was a danger in what Eva had been doing, and a danger in what else she might have to do. More than that, Jayna understood everything Eva had been through and the horrifying terrors they had experienced.

      “Once we finish this, we can stop searching on my behalf,” Jayna said.

      “But you still don’t know what happened to Ceran’s fragments.”

      Jayna looked down at her ring. “I’m starting to feel like Ceran’s fragments are leading me toward something we’re getting close to finishing.”

      “Then let’s do what we need to do. Finish this, and you can resolve your issues with Ceran.”

      Would she ever be done with the ring? It had been a gift long ago that had connected her to power and an aspect of the world that she had not understood or even known existed prior to learning about what she could do with the ring. What would she do when this was done?

      Those were questions she had not given herself the time to even consider.

      Soon—assuming they survived this, whatever this was—she would have to deal with it.

      She moved toward the trees but quickly hesitated, feeling that something was wrong.

      Eva must have too. Blood pooled from her palms, creating a barrier of smoke.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Eva said softly.

      Jayna couldn’t feel power like that, but she could hear the battle—enchantments being used, the thundering of magic, the burst of lightning. All of it was too much.

      And it might be too much for Eva as well.

      Jayna turned to the nearest tree, and then she traced a quick pattern and sent an explosive fireball at it. The tree erupted in flames. The heat from it started to become too overwhelming, the fire burning and blazing brightly as the flames engulfed the trees.

      Eva looked over, nodded to Jayna, and then whispered, “Thanks.”

      The smoke began to billow, and it shifted toward Eva.

      Jayna crafted the magic ball spell. The ring continued to constrict, and it left a trembling sense within her hand, like a warning.

      “Help protect the city,” she said to Eva.

      “I’m staying with you.”

      “I don’t even know where I’m going. It’s like Ceran is leading me here. And…” Jayna frowned, and she couldn’t help but feel as if there was a considerable amount of power up ahead. And with the trembling and the constriction of the ring, she couldn’t shake the idea that there were more fragments she needed to reach, but she had to somehow get to them.

      A towering rock sculpture turned toward them and began to attack.

      Eva sent a band of smoke around it, but Jayna reacted first, blasting at the center of the creature using the fireball spell, in which she had added a hint of the Toral magic, as though Ceran were gifting her some of the power. Strangely enough, that power shot through the rock monster, and it exploded.

      Jayna strode forward, and one enchantment after another came after her.

      Some were straightforward, others were not. She used fireballs, the snake spell, the starburst spell. Each time that she did, vibrant energy burst from her, radiating toward the enchantments. Eva fought alongside her.

      Then she saw the massive rolling plains outside Yoran, and thousands upon thousands of enchantments. Hundreds of soldiers fought them with swords, which left her thinking they were Leier, especially considering the way they were moving, and what Char had said about them. Strange birds—renral?—circled overhead and sent bolts of lightning down into the swarm around the city. As Jayna looked, she realized that the flock of renral seemed to be helping more than anything else. That shocked her.

      “Someone seems to be controlling the renral,” Eva said. “Look.”

      A burst of lightning streaked from the clouds, seemingly summoned by one individual, though Jayna could not see them. Those lightning bolts tore through the army of enchantments.

      The ring continued to constrict.

      It felt as if it was guiding her.

      Jayna fought through the enchantments. Many were powerful, but she was more powerful. She had dealt with far more dangerous entities in the time that she’d been hunting for Ceran’s fragments, so this did not slow her.

      But there did seem to be another fragment, and with the way the ring was constricting, it left her wondering if it was one more of Ceran’s fragments.

      Could she be close to unifying him again?

      A series of three twisted wolves lunged toward them, and Eva used the smoke that came out of the forest to sweep what looked like wings of smoke toward them. The wings wrapped around the creatures and then squished them down.

      The amount of power Eva was holding on to was incredible, and any time it seemed like she was starting to slow and weaken, Jayna summoned more power and sent flames into the trees. Eva would then grow stronger once again, able to fight, and Jayna could move through the enchantments.

      By the time they got through the swarm, there were still thousands of creatures left. Jayna had done very little to slow them, only getting in the way, but she realized that wasn’t where she was going. Ceran’s fragment was not among them, not as she had thought.

      The fragment was up ahead, near a circle of power. There were a dozen men, all dressed in dark robes, watching.

      That was unusual, but even more unusual was that one of those men called to her.

      She quickly realized that he wasn’t calling to her. A fragment he possessed was.

      “I think I found Ceran’s fragment,” she told Eva, “but it seems as if it’s bound to that man. I can tell the ring is pointing me there, but I’m not sure what we have to do. These men will stop us. And more than that, I have a feeling they’re responsible for what’s ahead of us.”

      “Which means we get to fight,” Eva said.

      “I guess so.”

      Smoke streamed from Eva toward the men, and Jayna sent bursts of power at each of them, but they seemed to absorb her power.

      “Sorcery isn’t going to work on them,” Jayna said, eyes wide. “That’s different.”

      “Then try something else.”

      “Well, I have the Toral connection, but I worry that if I unleash that, I run the risk of them stealing the fragments.”

      These figures had to be connected to the snakes, she assumed.

      All of this had to do with fragments. To the devouring of fragments, which empowered these men.

      The thought was horrifying, but not all that dissimilar to what the Sul’toral had done.

      Through the Toral ring, Ceran reacted. There was a significant constriction within the ring, painful in ways that she had rarely felt of late. It was his signal to her.

      And he wanted her to take action.

      “Focus on that man,” Jayna said. “I need to pull the fragment free.”

      “I hope that’s the right thing to do.”

      Jayna did as well.

      Eva shifted her smoke, creating a knife blade of energy that circled around the central man, and as she did, that power began to balloon. The man tried to push against it, Jayna could feel, but Eva was drawing on the flames behind them that were consuming the trees, drawing on that power in a manner that she knew would overwhelm them.

      Then Jayna placed her magic ball spell. As soon as she did, she felt something odd: power. It was a kind of power that tried to fight her in ways she could scarcely withstand.

      “You’re the one I have been searching for,” the man said.

      He seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, suddenly in front of her.

      Jayna held the magical spell around him, but she had the sense that it was tenuous. If Eva was not also sending her smoke swirling around it, Jayna wasn’t sure they would have enough power or strength to withstand this.

      “Well, you’re going to have to be disappointed,” she said. “I need my fragment back.”

      “Yours? And who is to say that it’s yours?”

      “Ceran does.”

      The man’s lips curled. “Of course he does. Much like he believes you are to be his savior.”

      Jayna ignored him, focused on the ring, and sent a burst of power from her. But it was met with resistance.

      The man grinned at her.

      Then a strange blade of glowing blue energy swept toward him.

      Jayna didn’t know what that was or who it was, but she used the opportunity to hurriedly pull the magic ball spell through him, using the energy of Ceran to rip the fragment free.

      As she did, she was thrown back with a blast of silvery light.
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      Gavin wasn’t exactly sure what he was feeling, only that it seemed as if Alana somehow touched the fragment tree and trapped that energy that was in the other realm, compressing it. He could feel it coming through the realms, folded into something much more tightly bound than he had felt before.

      Alana simply stood in place. She was rigid, her hands cupped together.

      Energy blasted toward her, five separate beams that she was grasping together.

      “I’m not sure we should let her do that, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “I don’t know that there’s going to be anything we can do to stop what’s already happened,” Gavin said. “I feel it.”

      “That’s my problem.”

      The power surged, and then the folding just faded. When it stopped, Alana was clutching a glowing blue gemstone in her hand, a strange frown plastered on her face.

      Gavin could still feel the fragment trees, and he could still feel that energy, but something was different about it. He didn’t have time to think about it, though. Instead, his focus was drawn to the gemstone that Alana was holding.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Alana said. “I feel like I’ve seen this before. Or felt it.”

      “May I?”

      She looked at him for a moment and then handed it to him. “It tells me you should.”

      “It tells you?”

      “You were connected to it. Maybe you still are? I don’t know. It’s just a portion of what is something greater.”

      Gavin took the gemstone, and as he held it, he felt power unlike anything he had ever experienced before. More than that, the power seemed… alive.

      He could feel the link, as if this gemstone had bonded to the fragment trees, but it had done so in a curious way. “What is this?”

      “I… I don’t know,” Alana said.

      Gavin turned to Gaspar. “There is real power in this. I wonder if this is what Arinath is after.”

      Gaspar grunted. “We deal with them—and him—first.”

      “I think we have two choices, then. We can take it with us and use the power to fight, or we give it to Alana to keep her safe.”

      “You are to keep it,” Alana said. “I can feel it.”

      “Then we need to get you to the fortress for safety,” Gavin said.

      “I’m going with you.”

      “Alana, I don’t know what we’re going to find, but we saw what the city looked like before, and it’s not safe for you.”

      “I’m supposed to do this.”

      Gavin shook his head. “We don’t even know what this is.”

      “I’m supposed to do this,” she said again.

      “Zella is going to kill me,” Gavin muttered.

      “She will understand.”

      “Well, I somehow doubt that.” He looked at Gaspar. “Are you ready?”

      “To get this over with?”

      “Or to just deal with the order and hopefully remove them, once and for all.”

      “I have been waiting for this for quite some time,” Gaspar said.

      They reached the upper level of the city, and a sense of energy was building around them. They hurriedly climbed onto one of Alana’s enchantments—this one was a renral, Gavin realized, all folded paper that was not as powerful as Imogen’s renral, but still powerful—and they took to the air.

      Fires blazed along the forest edge. He thought about Anna, the El’aras, and the bralinath trees, but he could do nothing about that.

      “Look at that smoke,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin blinked, and then stared. “Fire. Smoke.” He snorted. “All this time I’ve been trying to find her, and she came to us.”

      “You think it’s the sorcerer and her friend?”

      “Gods, I hope so.”

      They circled, ignoring the fighting down below, where the Leier, shamans, and enchanters all battled against creatures and enchantments. There were no sorcerers, but these creatures and enchantments were different than any of the others they had dealt with before, and more powerful in many ways.

      It took much more effort from all the people who were fighting on their side to overpower them. And Gavin had to deal with the order. Once they did, he could help. For now, Arinath was out there.

      Waiting on him.

      But Arinath was not alone.

      There were others with him—those of the order who were fighting, commanding these enchantments, and readying for whatever it was that they were doing.

      Smoke swirled, leaving a certain energy in the air.

      Gavin was uneasy about the flames near the forest and the possibility that they would reach the bralinath trees. It was the reason the El’aras feared the Ashara. He wanted to protect the trees if he could.

      He was going to have to fight.

      He was the Chain Breaker, and what was this but another chain?

      It was a powerful, magical chain seeking to link and destroy these fragments, and it was bound by Arinath.

      And Gavin was going to be the one to stop it.

      He locked eyes with Gaspar for a moment. “Be ready. I don’t know what we’ll have to deal with here, but I want you to be ready for whatever it is, and be prepared to take Alana with you. I’m not sure what she might need to do, but seeing as how they were after her for some reason”—though he clutched the gemstone and thought he knew the reason—“we need to protect her.”

      “I will keep her safe,” Gaspar said.

      “Who’s going to keep you safe?” Alana asked.

      Gaspar chuckled. “Well, that is as good a question as any I’ve been asked lately. Why don’t we make our way over toward Imogen.”

      “How do you know where she is?”

      “We follow the storm.”

      Gavin noticed that Imogen had moved to the middle of the battleground, and she was directing the renral overhead, which seemed to be shooting lightning down. The streaks of lightning came in cascading waves, a rhythmic power that blasted at the ground. He could not even fathom how much energy Imogen was controlling. It was not just her sacred patterns, not any longer. Now it was tied to her connection to the renral.

      Imogen was magnificent.

      And it wasn’t only her.

      The other Leier were fighting alongside her, many of them using the sacred patterns the same way she did, floating in the air, dancing with their blades, and darting toward the ground with the lightning pattern that Gavin had come to understand.

      They were a terrifying force.

      But they still would not be enough.

      Gavin looked to Gaspar, who nodded.

      As soon as he did, Gavin jumped.

      A bit of power flowed through him, and he channeled the lightning that he felt, a pattern that was similar to what Imogen used, but this one was different. His seemed to summon some of the energy he had been holding on to, and more than that, it seemed to summon some of the power he could feel flowing from the gemstone.

      When he landed, he did so with a band of light he swept toward Arinath.

      A sudden explosion blasted him backward, and when he got back up, he immediately called on the tree pattern. Unlike when he normally held on to the bralinath tree pattern, this one formed what looked like an actual tree. It seemed to be glowing with a bluish energy, and branches swirled up.

      In the distance, he caught sight of Jayna. She was picking herself up off the ground, sparks of silver all around her. Gaspar swooped toward her, and Alana hurried over.

      Gavin tore his attention away, and he focused on Arinath.

      “It’s time for you and your friends to leave my city,” Gavin said.

      “Do you think this is your city? Do you think this has ever been your city?”

      “Well, I’ve sort of made it that way,” Gavin said. “And considering everything that I’ve done to protect it, adding the defenses that you and your little creatures have had a difficult time with, I like to think it is my city. Now, I don’t have any problem with you coming to visit, but it’s time to go. Take your friends away.”

      “You don’t understand,” Arinath said.

      “I understand that you’re after her ability. You want her to bind the fragments. I’m not exactly sure what you intend to do with them, but I’ve become increasingly concerned about how you might use them. Or the rest of the order.”

      “You have no real power, Gavin Lorren. You have always played at real power. Even when you believed yourself the Champion, what you were able to use was barely a drop in the—”

      Gavin drew on the power of the gemstone, and as it flooded through him, he swept a band of energy toward Arinath. The energy was incredible, far more than Gavin had ever felt before.

      It forced Arinath back.

      He had hoped for more of a reaction, but at least there was something.

      Arinath regarded Gavin. “Where did you learn that?”

      “Oh, do you mean accessing the fragmented power that you and your friends have been drawing on? I found your little snake friend and killed it. Whatever other toys you’ve been trying to use to steal the fragments around here will also be destroyed. We aren’t going to tolerate you siphoning power from this place.”

      Arinath sneered at him, and he traced his hands in a rapid pattern. A burst of energy built from him and blasted toward Gavin.

      Gavin felt it before he could even see it.

      He pushed downward, and a reflection of the energy of the massive, ancient bralinath tree bloomed around him, creating a powerful shield that was fortified by the gemstone.

      The attack pushed Gavin back a step. Then another.

      Arinath strode toward him. “These fragments of power, as you call them, are poisoning this place. Even you should have seen it. Especially you.”

      “Not all of them are dangerous. Some can guide, if only you are wise enough to listen. But that’s not the way of the order, is it? You think you understand power, and you think you know how to control it—and to contain it. But you don’t.”

      Arinath turned to Jayna, and he whipped what looked like a burst of yellow energy toward her, but a silver shield erupted in front of her. It took on the form of a man, who then fluttered out of existence and retreated back into Jayna’s ring, of all things.

      And then lightning began to rain down on Arinath.

      He turned as Imogen came flying down, calling on the storm, the power of the renral that coursed through her, and everything she had learned ever since she had gone away to gather the power of the Porapeth and her people.

      Jayna lunged toward Arinath again, using her strange shield, which gave Gavin an opening. Each of them took turns attacking, one after another, blasting at him. Arinath began to push back, fighting them off.

      The others of the order had withdrawn their enchantments.

      Gavin recognized some of them, as they were the same kinds of enchantments that had been used on the El’aras they had slaughtered. Power surged away from the enchantments, flowing into the order.

      Fragments. They were binding the fragments.

      And if Gavin didn’t do anything here…

      “Well,” Gavin said to Arinath, “it seems like you have your friends here to play, but you made one mistake. You didn’t realize that I have already been uniting and binding fragments myself. And more than that, they have strengthened me.”

      Arinath scoffed. “You would not even understand. You are little more than a fighter.”

      “You’re right. That’s all I am, but I fight with others on my side. Others who know things. Others who can do things.”

      He looked at Alana, then Gaspar, who had knives in hand. Gavin had no idea how many enchantments Gaspar had on him, but probably quite a few.

      Arinath threw an item on the ground, which quickly shifted, forming one of the snakelike creatures that devoured fragments. He watched Gavin as he did, and then leapt toward him, reaching for the gemstone Gavin held.

      Jayna attacked Arinath, followed by Imogen, and Gavin used the distraction as opportunity to back away and create another band of power he sent sweeping up at Arinath.

      Alana surprised Gavin by stepping toward the snake and touching it. There was an immediate reaction as she was thrown forward.

      Jayna lunged, grabbing her out of the air.

      Not Jayna, Gavin realized. A circle of smoke that Gavin hadn’t even seen.

      Eva was here.

      The snake started to constrict, bending and folding. It shrunk down into a long rope, but even that began to compress, until it compacted into nothing.

      Gaspar leaned down and plucked something from the ground. He held it up and looked at it. It was green, and it reflected the light in a strange way. “What am I supposed to do with this, boy?”

      “I can think of a few things,” Gavin said. “Shatter it, and I suspect it will destroy all of the power they’ve been consuming. Or we just use it against Arinath.”

      Arinath started to ripple.

      He was going to leave.

      Gavin used a band of power, wrapping it around him.

      Then Alana surprised him again. She leaned forward and touched the ground, which felt surprisingly more solid. Arinath locked eyes with Alana and sent a burst of power out at her, but Jayna deflected it.

      Gavin used a blue band of energy and knew what he needed to do.

      He strode straight over to Arinath and said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Arinath opened his mouth to speak, and Gavin shoved the blue gemstone into it. Then, with a burst of his fist, he caught Arinath underneath his jaw, which caused the gemstone to shatter inside of him.

      Power exploded from Arinath, tossing Gavin back.

      And an enormous tree erupted from the ground.
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      Gavin stood in front of the tree, which was as real as any. He could feel the power, even though he wasn’t sure why, or what it was, but he knew it felt different than the bralinath trees he had found in the El’aras lands. This one was unique, and it towered high overhead, giving off a sense of energy that was far vaster than anything he had ever experienced.

      It was not a bralinath tree, though he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “That’s it?” Gaspar asked, standing next to him. He held Alana’s hand, though he seemed to do so a little tentatively, almost as if he were afraid that Alana might force him to fold away and disappear.

      “I think that’s it for now,” Gavin said.

      “The order is gone?”

      “This arm of the order is gone. I don’t know how many more we might find.” He thought about what Benji had said. And as he did, he looked down at Alana, then over to Imogen. Would she want Benji’s fragment to be reunited? With Alana’s ability, it was entirely possible that such a thing could happen. “The Porapeth called the order Forerunners. And maybe they were not Forerunners for anything, but they were escaping. I don’t really know. Something more for Wrenlow to research.”

      “Just Wrenlow?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin shrugged. “I’m a fighter. The Chain Breaker. Or maybe the Gemstone Breaker. Whatever else, I’m a fighter.”

      “Maybe you can take some time to stop fighting for a while,” Gaspar said, and he looked over to Alana. “I suspect she wouldn’t mind having you around.”

      “Are you going to stay?” Alana asked Gavin.

      “If all of this is done, then maybe I can. Besides, we still need to help you figure out why you can do what you do.”

      “And then the hard work is to begin,” Gaspar said. “You’ve got a city to lead.”

      “Oh, I don’t intend to lead it,” Gavin said.

      “No? You’ve got the Leier to keep in line, and the Society. The gods only know what happened to the El’aras, but eventually you are going to have to sort that out. And then the enchanters. I think the only one who could keep everybody together would be you.”

      “Maybe not alone,” Gavin said.

      He glanced over to where Imogen stood, looking up at the tree, and she seemed to be talking, mostly to herself. He assumed she was talking to Benji.

      Gavin nodded to Gaspar. “Why don’t you, Imogen, me, and anybody else who wants to join us catch up at the Dragon later.”

      “Can I come?” Alana asked.

      “Seeing as how you saved the city, and maybe this world…” Gavin frowned at the realization. “I think that would be reasonable.”

      She grinned.

      Gavin stepped away from them and found Jayna talking to Eva. “Thank you for coming,” he said.

      “Telluminder said you were after power.”

      “Well, I suppose that’s true,” he said, and he looked up at the tree. “I don’t know what to make of this, but it is power. And it’s moved.”

      Jayna’s brow furrowed.

      “There were remnants of great powers, and I linked them to another realm,” Gavin explained. “Then that young lady there folded them down into a gemstone, which I brought here and used to defeat Arinath. And now that gemstone is this gigantic tree.”

      “I see,” Jayna said. She twisted the ring on her finger, and Gavin studied it.

      It was different than he remembered. It was a Toral ring, though he wasn’t even sure if she was truly a Toral anymore. Now the ring was almost completely silver, though there was a hint of pink to it, and a haziness seemed to encircle it.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “I have been searching for Ceran’s fragments. They must’ve known he was a powerful being, and they thought to use him and his fragments to add to whatever they were after.” She shook her head. “After the Sul’toral were defeated, I thought we were done with the great and dangerous powers. It’s why I went looking for Ceran’s fragments.”

      “I didn’t know about this threat either,” Gavin said. “Not until it was almost too late.”

      “What will you do?” Jayna asked.

      “I’m staying here to monitor things. I’m going to defend the city, and I’m going to see if I can’t find my way to some of these other realms. I’m sure there are others, though I don’t really understand.”

      “I can help,” she said.

      “Would you?”

      “I don’t really have anything else to do right now,” she said, shrugging. “Eva wants to get back to Nelar, and I’ll return there for a while, but after checking in with Char and seeing how he’s doing, I don’t know what else I need to do.”

      “I would welcome any help.”

      She smiled. “It would be nice not to have to fight all the time. It gets tiring.”

      “But you’re good at it,” Gavin said.

      “Being good at something doesn’t mean you want to do it. I enjoy a nice steak-and-potato meal, but I wouldn’t want to eat it every night.”

      He snorted. “I suppose that’s true. I’d like to mix in a little rabbit, some venison, and the occasional fish.”

      Eva turned to him. “If you two are done discussing your dinner menu, can I go?”

      “I suppose I should take Eva away,” Jayna said.

      “Can you put out the fire on your way out?” Gavin asked.

      “Oh. Sorry about that. The fire helps her.” She nodded to Eva.

      “I realize that,” he said.

      “Ever since the Ashara ancient was…”

      “I understand.”

      “Anyway, we’ll hopefully see you soon,” Jayna said.

      “I’m just an enchanted contact away,” he said, patting the enchantment that now connected him to her. After having spent so much time searching for her, it was good to have an easy way to reach her.

      With that, Jayna pulled out an enchantment—a strange, colorful bird—and she and Eva climbed onto it, before taking to the air and flying north toward Nelar. Gavin watched them go until they were little more than a speck that vanished in the distance.

      He turned back to Gaspar, who was still talking to Imogen and Alana.

      Alana walked over to him. “She’s pretty.”

      “She is,” Gavin agreed.

      “I think she likes you.”

      “Well, we’ve had our troubles.”

      “Because you fought once?”

      Gavin nodded. “I fought against her once. And with her a few times. And now… Now I’m hoping I can be done fighting for a while.”

      “What will you do?” Alana asked.

      “That’s the great question, isn’t it? I’m the Chain Breaker. Maybe I’ll find some chains that still need to be broken.”
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the next book in The Chain Breaker series: A Blade’s Rebirth
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      When a power greater than the Chain Breaker rips through his realm, Gavin must become more.

      When a strange power breaks into Gavin’s world from the other realm, he must find a way to stop it—and the ones responsible for forcing open the dangerous vents of power that let terrifying creatures into his world. But too many openings are forming.

      Gavin and his allies don’t have the numbers.

      Worse, when the truth about these openings is revealed, Gavin fears a war unlike the world has seen in ages will return.

      And he may be the only thing standing in the way—if he can control his changing power in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Council of Yoran. 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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