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      Early morning wasn’t the best time to fight.

      Gavin darted to the side with the El’aras sword clutched in his hands, trying to keep the blade in front of him, wanting to hold it with a light grip and not squeeze it too tightly. He needed to improve his sword work, so he focused only on those techniques and not at all on his core reserves.

      The air whistled near him.

      Gavin twisted, spinning, and the shadowy form of his attacker made it difficult to move beyond the nearest tree. He used the trees as protection, though for him to test himself fully, he really should be out in the open.

      He cursed to himself. Why did he have to do everything the hard way?

      Gavin ran forward, putting himself into the small clearing on the edge of the forest. He turned, his steps light, focusing on one particular style of fighting. He had to use the Leier patterns—it was the reason he had come out here this early in the morning, and why he used the sword rather than any of his other, better-trained techniques. And it was the reason he didn’t use his core reserves.

      As the lithe form of his attacker emerged from the trees, Gavin braced himself.

      Imogen danced in a deadly series of movements. Each time he tested himself against her, he came to have a new appreciation for her skill. The first time he had sparred with her, he had recognized her talent. At that time, he had thought her merely an incredibly gifted sword fighter. That was, until he learned she had been holding back, much like he’d been.

      Now she didn’t.

      There was something almost languid about the way she moved, and Gavin couldn’t quite place it. He tried to piece the series of movements she made together in his mind so he could recognize her pattern, the way he’d recognized so many patterns over the years. It was how Tristan had trained him to fight. See a pattern, replicate it, and be prepared to take on your enemy once again.

      It should be straightforward.

      Ever since he had begun to master his abilities, it had been straightforward. There were few fighting styles that took Gavin long to assess their benefits and weaknesses, modify them to fit his own strengths, and then use them.

      The Leier style was no different.

      Or it hadn’t been.

      Imogen glided toward him. It was the only way he could describe it. She almost seemed as if she was flowing across the ground, like some stream that cut across the forest floor and carried her toward him.

      He was forced to twist, and he was almost a moment too late. He brought his sword up and blocked, and his blade clanged off her slender one.

      Gavin leapt back, and Imogen kept pressing forward. She was on the attack again—as she often was. She continued gliding toward him, and he had to spin, sweeping his blade in a series of movements that put him at a disadvantage. He danced around the clearing, forcing himself to avoid using his core reserves. He was here to improve his patterns.

      She shifted her movements. With a surprising burst of speed, she streaked toward him like a lightning bolt.

      Gavin did all he could to deflect the blow, bringing his own blade around. Instinct honed over decades of fighting helped him block her blade, but even then it still nearly cut through his arm.

      He jumped back again, and she shifted once more. Her blade swirled over her head, but it was her feet that he knew to watch. They would tell him where she was going to move.

      She didn’t say anything as they fought, which made her all the more dangerous. All the more deadly.

      When she started forward again, it was in another gliding sort of movement that flowed toward him. Gavin swung his blade, attempting to block, but this time he was not quick enough.

      He ducked and rolled out of the way, bringing his sword up at the last possible moment and pushing outward. He abandoned the Leier style, letting it go and focusing instead on a more rigid, blunted technique.

      Imogen paused. Her blade hovered in mid-stroke, and she looked at him with a flash of disappointment in her eyes that seemed to swallow the shadows. There were times when Gavin thought her eyes were so dark, they were almost purple.

      “That wasn’t why I came out here,” she snapped.

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I know, but I would like to keep my arm.”

      “Then do better,” she said.

      “Your fighting style has shifted,” Gavin said.

      She regarded him for a long moment, and he wondered if she would keep the secret of what she was doing to herself, but didn’t know that it mattered. The expectation was that he would watch the way she fought, and he would use his skill to replicate her technique as much as possible.

      “Haven’t you told me you’re the master of all styles?” she taunted.

      “I don’t think I ever claimed to be a master of all styles. Only that I could master all styles.”

      She glowered at him. “Then this should be easy for you.”

      Imogen glided back, her blade twisting again, and she waited.

      Gavin had to focus.

      She started forward. He followed the pattern of her movement, watching, but doing nothing else. If he could identify the key to the pattern, he would know what he needed to do next. The problem was that he could not tell anything within that pattern. Not easily. The only thing he could see was that it seemed to be unpredictable, and yet effective.

      He had to defend using a series of movements he had perfected from the other Leier patterns she had demonstrated before. Each time he blocked, Gavin felt as if some part of him was delayed. There remained the temptation to summon his core reserves so he could handle her more effectively, but he viewed that as an unfair advantage.

      He twisted and then jabbed forward, driving the blade toward her. He managed to catch her off guard, or so he thought.

      She simply rotated, flowing in a way that avoided his attack.

      He darted back and was nearly startled by her sudden surge.

      When she came at him, he brought his blade forward as if to defend himself with a simple parry, but at the last second, Gavin used a series of movements reminiscent of her style, though not with the same casual grace she demonstrated.

      She retreated, pausing for a moment and gathering herself, and then when she came toward him this time, there was something more pronounced about it. Faster. More violent.

      He reacted by twisting his sword, and tried to jab at her, but she remained elusive. She pressed him with movements so fast, so controlled, so fluid that he felt almost rigid in contrast.

      That was the part of her patterns he needed to mimic. There were plenty of hand-fighting styles that carried a certain fluidity to them, which was what he had to imitate now.

      Only, in this case, it wasn’t a matter of mimicking it. It was a matter of recognizing that, despite her seemingly casual nature, there was something quite structured to what she was doing.

      Gavin started to shift, letting that fluidity course through him.

      Then he saw it.

      The structure came to him.

      He flowed forward. That was the only way he could describe it. For the first time, it seemed as if Imogen was faltering.

      Gavin mirrored her technique. When she came at him, again like a stream across the forest floor, he did the same. His blade met hers, and he flowed like she did. Not quite the same, since she remained more controlled, but he suspected with time he could match it.

      When Imogen shifted, swirling her blade overhead, he did the same.

      When she darted toward him—

      Gavin still wasn’t prepared for that.

      He forced his hands down, blocking.

      She stepped back, brought her blade up, and bowed slightly.

      “Do you know how long it took me to master this style?” Imogen said, her voice quiet.

      “I imagine many years,” Gavin said.

      “And you accomplished it in a matter of moments.”

      He sheathed his blade. He had the sense that their sparring was done.

      “Not a matter of moments,” he said. “Well, maybe, but a matter of small moments over a lifetime spent training. All fighting styles have certain elements in common, and I’ve learned to synthesize them and find similarities. Yours was more challenging than most.” It might be the most challenging, he realized. “But there is another style of hand-to-hand combat that is similar enough that I could follow it.” He tipped his head in a bow. “I suspect you could take on other styles if you wanted to. Your skill is greater than anybody else I’ve ever encountered.”

      Without magic, he didn’t say. And he didn’t need to.

      Imogen sheathed her blade in a flurry. “I have yet to master my own patterns,” she said.

      Gavin frowned. “You haven’t yet?”

      She clenched her jaw, leaving him to wonder whether she would reveal more to him. Imogen was a secretive person, but they had come to share a mutual respect for each other. In the time he’d been in Yoran, Gavin had learned more about her, especially recently.

      “Those with the most potential in my land are offered an opportunity to train with one of the true masters.”

      “I suspect you were given that opportunity?” he asked.

      If she wasn’t, and if there were others with even more skill than her, Gavin might need to go to the Leier homeland to learn. How could he not want to better understand that fighting style?

      “I was given the opportunity. The honor. And I squandered it.” She shook her head. “There are times when I wonder what I might have learned had I stayed.”

      “You can always return.”

      She breathed out slowly. “Perhaps. Now that my quest has been completed, I have been trying to figure out what I must do.”

      “What do your people usually do when their quests are complete?”

      “Find another.”

      The way she said it suggested that there was more to it than that, but her tone also told him he should not push further. Besides, Gavin didn’t want to anger Imogen.

      “Does Gaspar know?” he asked.

      “When we first started working together, Gaspar knew I had to complete my bond quest. Then it became difficult. Far too difficult…”

      Her voice trailed off as she seemed lost in thought. Then she continued. “We knew the keystone was in the city, but there was so much magic here, so much minor magic, it was difficult for us to find. After a while, I started to think that perhaps I would never complete my quest.” She looked up at him. “There are many from my homeland who never do. They consider it their service to the Leier.”

      “How many complete their quest?”

      Her brow twitched for a moment, and he realized he had gotten to the meat of her concern.

      “Very few,” she said softly.

      Gavin debated what to say to her next. He wanted to choose his words carefully, especially as she deserved that from him. But he never had the chance.

      A sudden cold washed over him.

      He looked up, toward the north.

      “That was magic,” he said. “Not in the city, but it’s considerable.”

      Gavin reached into a pouch he carried, grabbed one of the stone golems inside, and tapped on it with a hint of his core reserves to activate it. The enchantment began to stretch, forming a stone wolf.

      He glanced over to Imogen. “I could use help.”

      For a moment, the conflicted expression on her face lingered, but then it faded. She grabbed her own stone enchantment, a tiger, and with a quick flick of her wrist, the enchantment stretched and grew until it took on its full size. She scrambled onto the tiger’s back.

      Without a word, they started north.

      The forest bordered the western edge of Yoran, the massive trees rising high around them, towering above. Were Gavin to continue to head west, it would take him into the El’aras lands, beyond any place he had ever traveled. It was a wonder that he had never ventured into those lands during his training with Tristan. There were times when he had come close. He thought about when he had been asked to go after the Toral ring, and how that had brought him closer to power—specifically, El’aras power—but he had never journeyed fully into their lands. Maybe that was the reason he felt so reluctant to do so now.

      The stone wolf carried him through the forest, then out of the trees. The landscape beyond, which surrounded the rest of Yoran, was a flowing, grassy hillside. There were occasional trees, but none with nearly the same height or sense of foreboding he had from within the forest. The wind picked up now that he was out of the trees, carrying a crispness to it. It lost some of the earthy odor, that of dampness, decay, and a sweetness that Gavin could never quite place, and replaced it with a hint of spice that drifted on the cool air.

      A sudden wash of cold came to him again.

      Magic, but from where?

      He raced atop the stone wolf, Imogen alongside him, neither of them speaking. He wasn’t sure what he detected, only that something was there.

      They topped another small rise, continuing their journey north. They weren’t all that far from the city, but the stone golem moved quickly, faster than any horse could. Gavin supposed he could reach for the paper dragon he had on him, but that was far more noticeable. Until he knew what they were dealing with, he would prefer anonymity.

      Down below he caught sight of three creatures with riders, paused on the roadside. They weren’t horses—enchantments, more likely, but they didn’t look anything like the stone enchantments he and Imogen used.

      The riders were all dressed in deep crimson robes, and they faced Yoran.

      Another sense of cold washed over him.

      “Sorcery,” Imogen breathed out softly.

      “They’re from the Society,” Gavin said.

      He and Imogen were out in the open. There was no point in concealing their presence now. He twisted the stone ring around his finger, debating whether to call on the power within it. Anything he used through the ring would be uncontrolled and possibly destructive, but it would demonstrate magic. When dealing with the Society, he had learned that they only responded to force.

      A fourth burst of cold.

      One of the sorcerers moved their hand in a strange pattern. Gavin braced himself, immediately calling upon his core reserves and filling himself with that power.

      He was ready when the attack struck, which was like a snake that spiraled around him, or a series of ropes that threatened to hold him.

      “Really?” Gavin muttered.

      As soon as the magic began to surround him, he pushed outward with his core reserves, and he exploded energy beyond him. That was an easy power to break past. Perhaps it would’ve been far more challenging for him before, but knowing he could cut through magic made it easier for him now.

      Imogen jumped from the stone tiger, her blade unsheathed, and moved in her slow, flowing movement. When the sorcerer turned his attention to her, she slipped off to the side, sweeping her blade down.

      The movement disrupted his pattern.

      Gavin wasn’t sure how he knew that, only that he could feel the disruption. In the time he had come to learn about his own magic, he had also realized that there were other aspects of magic that he continued to discover.

      And this was one more.

      He maintained his hold on his core reserves, knowing that if he did not, he would run the risk of these sorcerers constricting it.

      “What do you think they’re after?” he asked, but Imogen was silent.

      If these sorcerers were with the Fates, they would know that Gavin was in the city—unless it was all some plan to remove him from Yoran. He wouldn’t put it past the Fates to do that.

      He twisted the ring on his finger. Power flowed within him.

      The three sorcerers formed a half circle, and this time, they formed a pattern together. As that power began to build, Gavin braced himself.

      Imogen looked as if she wanted to race forward.

      “Not yet,” he said. “If they’re with the Fates, I don’t want them to know what you can do and how you can disrupt them.” She frowned at him for a moment, then she nodded. “Just be ready.”

      When the pattern of the spell struck, Gavin was prepared.

      He didn’t even need to do much more than release the core reserves within him. And as he did, that energy exploded beyond him and swept down the hillside.

      The sorcerers converged.

      “Looks like they aren’t going to be so easily dissuaded,” Gavin said.

      He patted the stone wolf on the side and pushed a hint of his core reserves into the creature, communicating with him. Power exploded from Gavin, and he and the wolf raced toward the sorcerers.

      Imogen called from behind him, but he ignored it. He wasn’t about to allow three sorcerers to endanger her. Besides, this was something he was supposed to manage himself.

      The sorcerers attempted to create a barrier, but Gavin drew upon the energy within the ring, and he exploded outward. It called on too much of his core reserves, and too wildly, but he didn’t care.

      As he got close, he shouted, “You can tell the Fates that I have not abandoned the city!”

      The sorcerers all held their hands together, and then each one twisted them in a slightly different direction, as if creating some pattern of power in that manner.

      A dark haze built from the ground, and the stone wolf lumbered forward. When Gavin reached the haze, he had his sword unsheathed and was pulling on power from his core reserves through the ring, ready to fight.

      But there was nothing.

      The sorcerers were gone.

      Gavin tried to push the power he was drawing through himself outward to disrupt the haze. He had no idea of the intention behind it, only that it had to be magic the sorcerers thought to use. And likely against him.

      He felt movement behind him. He spun to see Imogen riding up on her stone tiger.

      “Where did they go?” she asked, frowning.

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve been waiting for the Fates to send others to the city, but they hadn’t until now.”

      Given that he had opposed the Fates so openly, he had anticipated that it would be of them, or some lackeys they sent, to try to free Yoran from his protection. But until now, they had not seen anything.

      “Are you sure it was them? They know you have the weapon in the city,” Imogen said, maneuvering the stone tiger so that she could look around her. She still had her blade out, and she was moving it in the same fluid pattern that she had used when sparring with him. “They would know better than to bring only three here.”

      “Then what do you think it is?”

      She shook her head, frowning deeply. “Perhaps a test. Maybe they only wanted to gauge the protections around the city. Or perhaps it is something else. Something worse.”

      He looked over to her, but she didn’t elaborate.

      “We should get back,” he said. “I need to warn Davel that we had an attempted sorcery incursion.”

      Imogen stared straight ahead, an uneasy expression in her eyes.

      “Imogen?”

      “You are right. We should go.”

      “What is it? You mentioned something worse.”

      “It is probably nothing.”

      “But tied to sorcery?” he asked.

      “It is this haze,” she said, glancing around. “I have seen something like it before. It has been many years, but I would not have expected it here.”

      “What is it?”

      “It is a danger my people wanted to expunge from the world long before.”

      She tapped on the stone tiger and started back toward the city.

      Gavin remained in place for a few moments before he pressed power through the stone wolf, and they moved through the fading haze.
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      The wind whispered through the trees, creating a gust of air that flowed overhead, leaving Gavin with a sense of longing—a reminder of when he had traveled the roads outside the city, of when he had permitted himself to be someone else. Hearing the soft sigh through the branches always seemed to trigger something for him, almost as if it was a significant calling to him, something that cried out to remind him of who and what he had very nearly been.

      He glanced up to the canopy, studying the way the branches swayed with each gust of wind, watching the rustling of the leaves. He felt the presence of the trees overhead, the energy that moved with them, and felt as if there had to be something more that he was supposed to know and understand.

      He tore his gaze away from the trees, trying not to think about how he might have lived within the trees if he had grown up as one of the El’aras. He would have known the forest as his home, and better understood the core reserves of power he felt within him, the way that magic was meant to flow. He tried not to think about who he might’ve been otherwise. There was no point in thinking through things like that, no point in regret over what he might have been, especially as it did not change anything.

      Gavin was practical—his training had taught him to be. Practicality was the only way he would be able to accomplish his goals. Training had turned him into the fighter he was, into the Chain Breaker.

      It was almost as if, standing here, he could find some distant and lost part of himself.

      Only it wasn’t the reason that he had come.

      Sorcery was.

      There had been movement outside the city, but he’d found no other signs.

      He tapped on the enchantment in his ear. The metal was cool today, and surprisingly, there were no voices chirping in his ear the way there often were. Wrenlow had gone off, spending time with Olivia as he usually did these days, and Gaspar likely had taken some other job. Though his jobs with Imogen were not tied to the hyadan the way they had once been, the pair still disappeared together often enough that Gavin questioned what they were after. There was more to it than what he’d been told so far.

      Even Anna was silent.

      Gavin wished he could hear her voice, talk with her, but after facing the recent El’aras attack, there had been a distance between them. As the Risen Shard, she had been dealing with the repercussions of the El’aras families battling each other openly.

      A strange shuffling sound caught his attention, and Gavin turned.

      Another enchantment in his other ear let out a soft whisper. It wasn’t as well made as the El’aras enchantment Anna had given him, but it worked for his purposes.

      Davel Chan’s voice broke through the silence. “Are you still out there?”

      Gavin immediately let out a long sigh. “I’m here.”

      “Have you found anything?” Davel asked.

      “Nothing so far.”

      “Where are you?”

      “On the edge of the forest,” Gavin said.

      “Still?”

      He shook his head, resisting the frustration that rolled through him immediately. “Still,” he said. “I haven’t found anything more.”

      After sharing with Davel what he’d encountered, the constable had redoubled his efforts to protect the city.

      “You promised that you were going to investigate the border,” Davel said.

      “And I am.”

      “Then report back if you hear anything.”

      Davel Chan’s voice went quiet, and Gavin shook his head, starting back toward the city. As he did, he ignored the fluttering of the leaves, the gusting of the wind, and the presence all around him.

      The encounter with the sorcerers reminded him that he still needed to learn and master his own magic. Anna had been working with him, and Gavin had a better understanding of how to take what his core reserves gave him and harness that power, but where he struggled was using it in the ways she described, ways that were designed to help him create reflections, as she called it, of the world around him.

      While he had improved during his lessons with her, it was slow progress, which frustrated him. Anna reminded him that most of the El’aras who had real power had studied for centuries.

      He reached the outskirts of the city. Even before he reached Yoran itself, he could feel the pressure of the magical barrier that circled it, which the enchanters had placed. It separated magic users from their source of magic, creating a buffer that made it so they wouldn’t be able to draw on power, and it had been designed to protect the city from sorcery.

      Throughout that pressure in the ring, there was an energy that loomed over everything, leaving a sensation that rolled over Gavin as soon as he neared it and passed through.

      He followed the trail of enchanted barrier, not necessarily enjoying the way it pressed on him, but knowing the importance of it. Given how much had taken place in the city since he had come here, there was a need to ensure its safety. The barrier also meant that others couldn’t attack without them being alerted.

      Gavin couldn’t draw on magic inside the barrier, although he knew some could.

      He twisted the stone ring on his left hand, feeling the power within it. It connected him to something greater, binding him to the El’aras in a way that nothing else had, and in a way that he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted. It was why Anna had remained in Yoran, and though Gavin would never complain about that, he did worry about what she hoped to find from him.

      There had to be some reason she wanted him to continue to learn to control his magic. She was El’aras, after all, and nothing she did was for altruistic reasons.

      When he had made it about a quarter of the way around the city, Davel’s voice piped in again. “Anything? Thames claims that he felt something off with the enchantment earlier.”

      Gavin imagined him sitting in his office, speaking into the enchantment, wanting to taunt him as much as possible about what one of his constables had detected. The other possibility was that Davel was sitting on some rooftop, surveying the city.

      He was a difficult man to fully understand, though he was someone who Gavin thought he needed to better know. Davel had asserted control over the city as the head constable, and though he claimed not to have any power, Gavin knew he sat on the city council—and possibly even led it.

      “You can tell him that I’m still probing but haven’t found any weakness or signs of sorcerers,” Gavin said.

      “There are ways to do it faster. Didn’t I see you circling around the city not so long ago on some creature?”

      “A paper one. And you know what happens when the power drains out of that paper creature.”

      “You just have to plan ahead,” Davel said.

      “That’s not necessarily my strength.”

      “Planning?”

      “Planning for power,” Gavin said.

      He paused in the northern section of the city and cocked his head to the side. Some part of this barrier felt a bit different than the rest, and as he felt the energy around him, he started to question whether he had imagined it or whether there really was some difference in the power here.

      He stepped through the strange barrier that he knew to be there, feeling the way it washed across his skin. He detected the energy as it flowed, leaving him on edge.

      There was power.

      And then there was not.

      “I might’ve found something,” Gavin said.

      “Where are you?”

      “Northern part of the city.”

      This was the side of the city where he’d seen the sorcerers. Was that chance, or had they done something?

      “That section was well secured, from everything we heard,” Davel said.

      “Fine. Maybe I’m imagining it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Gavin sighed. “You can just have somebody come out here and test the enchantments.”

      “They’ve been testing them all day. Just keep circling.”

      “I’m making sure the city is as safe as it can be.”

      “You seeing sorcerers makes me nervous. You haven’t lived surrounded by this kind of power before,” Davel said.

      Gavin grunted. “I have.”

      He looked out over the distance. Beyond the forest was the beginning of the El’aras lands. Beyond that was where he eventually thought he would have to go, if only so he could understand the kind of power he now had access to.

      He twisted the ring on his finger and probed power through it, borrowing from his core reserves to push energy out through the ring, and out of him.

      “Perhaps you’ve been surrounded by power, but have you ever feared it?”

      “The way you do?” Gavin asked.

      “We don’t have to fear it anymore,” Davel said. “We made sure of that.”

      “By destroying anybody who had power.”

      “Would you stop challenging me?”

      Gavin smirked to himself. It was easier to have these arguments when he was facing Davel, but over the enchantment worked as well. It wasn’t as fun to not see his expression, though. He had to imagine it instead.

      “I’m not challenging you, I’m just trying to have a discussion with you.”

      “You’re challenging what happened in the city,” Davel replied.

      Gavin laughed, hoping he kept the enchantment silenced. “I don’t really even understand the war that took place all those years ago. Why don’t you remind me?”

      “I’m going to assume you’re trying to taunt me.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “But you don’t understand how the Triad was determined to suppress power that might’ve risen in the city,” Davel said anyway, as if he hadn’t assumed anything. “Enchanters fought back, joining with the constables, and—”

      “I do understand all of that,” Gavin said.

      Something came to him that he forgot to ask about before. Wrenlow was looking into it, but Gavin doubted his friend would find much very easily.

      “Do you know what happened with the sorcerers and the El’aras?” Gavin asked.

      There was silence on the other end for a while, and when Davel returned, he chuckled. “That’s what this is about? You’ve been trying to understand the El’aras? Why don’t you go and ask her?”

      “I have been,” Gavin said softly.

      Davel laughed again. “Let me guess. She hasn’t revealed anything to you.”

      “Nothing that’s useful.”

      “I’ll look into it. Can’t say I’ll have much luck.”

      “If I find something around the city, I’ll let you know. Otherwise…” Gavin left unsaid that he wanted silence.

      Davel chuckled. “We’ll be watching you.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Did you think we would let a known assassin wander throughout the city without keeping an eye on him?”

      “You really think you can always keep an eye on me?” Gavin asked.

      “No,” Davel said.

      The enchantment quieted, and Gavin pulled it out of his ear, stuffing it into his pocket. He had no idea whether Davel could still listen even though the enchantment was stowed away, but he suspected that Davel could. Knowing the constable, who had been the one to commission the enchantment, Gavin wouldn’t put it past him to use it as a listening device.

      It was why he was careful with it, trying to be sure Davel couldn’t use the enchantment in any place Gavin didn’t want him to be aware of, and being diligent that he took it out when he had other conversations.

      Especially when he visited and talked with the El’aras.

      Gavin didn’t need for Davel to be listening in on those conversations, especially as he had no idea whether Anna was telling him anything that should be kept between the two of them, keeping anybody who wasn’t El’aras out of it.

      He stepped back, feeling the barrier sweep over him again, and as it did, he turned, focusing on the power that surrounded the city. It should be a continuous band of energy that swept around, linked together by the enchantments. It was one of the few times that all of the enchanters had worked together, using their collective power and persistence to link that energy and bind it together, and to create something that would allow them to work in a way that would keep magic out. He imagined them working diligently to ensure the stability of the barrier. As he wandered around the perimeter, he didn’t see any sign of other enchanters.

      He continued making his way along, but still didn’t feel anything. Every so often, there was a fluttering sensation, a stir that left him thinking that perhaps the power had faded, but then he felt it solidify.

      As he walked, he thought about the safety of the city. The sorcerers had only moved through. They hadn’t stopped. They hadn’t returned.

      Yoran would be safe, he reassured himself.

      It was time to start planning for what was next.

      Doing so would take him away from his friends. His life hadn’t been easy, and finding friends had been even harder. In Yoran, he had them.

      Wrenlow intended to stay, which Gavin understood. Encouraged, even. Wrenlow didn’t need to travel any longer, and now that he had found somebody he cared about, somebody he wanted to stay with, Gavin actually believed that it was for the best.

      At least, for Wrenlow.

      Maybe not the best for him. It would leave him alone again.

      Feeling that way surprised him.

      He pushed away those thoughts, heading along the outskirts of the city, and he noticed a strange, dark shadow circling overhead.

      At first, Gavin wasn’t sure what it was. The more he stared, the more he realized it looked like a bird, but no kind of bird he had ever seen before. That had to be an enchantment.

      It was on the eastern edge of the city now, near a row of homes. Many of them had windows boarded up from a time before, as if they’d still needed to hide from attacks within the city.

      “I know you’re out there, Alana,” Gavin said.

      The strange paper bird swooped toward him, and Gavin pretended to duck his head, trying to get out of the way, and heard her giggle come from along the street.

      He followed the sound of the giggle and caught up to Alana, who was crouched down along the street. She was perhaps ten or twelve years old, with shaggy brown hair, a pale complexion, and olive eyes that looked up at him. She reminded him of so many people that Tristan had brought in to train, mostly because of her passion and her excitability, along with the fighter in her.

      “It took you long enough,” she said, laughing as she got to her feet.

      “How long have you been following me?”

      “For a while.” She held out her hand, and the paper bird dove, coming to land in her palm. It was full of sharp angles and lines, folded out of a solid piece of dark brown paper. She tapped the head of the bird, and it shrank back down, becoming smaller and resting in her hand.

      “Your control is getting better,” Gavin said.

      “They have me practice,” she said, shrugging. “I can keep three of them flying now.”

      “What does that help with?”

      “I can use them to see, silly.”

      She held the bird out and turned it from side to side so that Gavin could see the eyes that were drawn on.

      “You can see through the enchantment?” he asked.

      “Of course,” she said. “Why else would I make it?”

      “I thought you liked birds.”

      Alana laughed again. “I do like them. I don’t like it when they fall apart, though.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” he said.

      “Mekel tells me that it hurts when his fall apart, but mine don’t hurt. I do feel them, though.”

      Gavin hadn’t known that Mekel could feel it when his stone creatures crumbled.

      Of course, given that enchanters put some part of their magic into what they created, it shouldn’t surprise him that they would be aware when the creatures faded or were destroyed. He hadn’t expected that they would feel pain, though.

      “They have you watching the skies, then?” Gavin asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve been asked to make the enchantments, but they don’t let me look. They want somebody else to.”

      “Why don’t they want you to look?”

      “Because I’m too young,” she said, glancing over her shoulder as if checking to see if somebody was coming up behind her. “I’m almost twelve. I don’t think I’m so young anymore. Especially not with everything I can do.”

      Gavin laughed. “Especially not, then,” he agreed. “You go ahead and tell them how much you’ve helped me. Without your paper dragon, we would not have been able to make it back to the city.”

      “I know,” Alana said. She reached into her pocket and pulled several things out, holding them out to him.

      “What is this?”

      “These are for you, silly.” She shook her head. “Honestly, Gavin, you should know better. You need my help.”

      “I’m sure that I do,” he said. “I’m just not sure what kind of help I need.”

      “You told me you liked the paper dragons.”

      Gavin glanced down and realized that she had folded up several paper dragons, all made of different colors of paper. “I did like them,” he said.

      “I’m giving you a few more. I tried to put as much of my power into them as I could. I didn’t want you to end up trapped again like last time.”

      “The last time worked just fine.”

      “You almost fell.” She looked up at the sky, then glanced back at him.

      Gavin shrugged. “That would have been my fault.”

      “I also told them that they can become small again. They don’t have to stay big all the time.”

      “I can adjust the size?”

      “Adjust?” Her face wrinkled into a tight frown as she said it. “You can’t adjust anything. Each one has two sizes, big and small. You can make them small again. That way, they don’t take up so much power.” She looked down at her hand. “And if they work right, they should be able to recover.”

      “What do you mean recover?”

      “I mean, if I did it right”—and there was something in her voice that told Gavin that she believed she had definitely done it right—“then they can be reused.” She grinned at him. “Just don’t let them go too long before getting small again.”

      She handed them to Gavin, who held them carefully.

      Of all the enchantments he had ever been given, these were one of the most impressive, and the most useful. Having ridden on top of a paper dragon before, Gavin recognized the power within these. Flying on a dragon was far better than taking the stone wolf or tiger that he had used to travel across the ground.

      Gavin nodded to her. “Thank you.”

      “That’s not all,” she said, tapping his hand. “There are a couple that you can use to see. They’re smaller, kind of like the bird, but you have to whisper to them. When you do, they talk back to you.”

      “What do you mean they talk back to me?”

      “Like you’ve been talking to that El’aras.”

      “They can talk in my ear?”

      “If you whisper to them,” she said, as if the whisper was somehow significant.

      Gavin turned the paper creatures over in his hand, studying them. “Thank you,” he said.

      “Just don’t do anything stupid.”

      “You know me,” he said with a grin.

      She laughed again. “I do. That’s why I’m giving them to you. You need my help. I told you the first time I met you that you’re going to need my protection.”

      “It seems I might,” he agreed.

      She laughed again, and then she held out her other hand. The paper raven took to the air, circling overhead before becoming little more than a speck in the sky.

      “I’m going to sneak a peek. I can let you know what I see.”

      “I knew you would,” he said.

      She smiled at him. “And I’m going to keep an eye on you, Gavin. If you need my help, you just let me know.”

      “I’m not sure how I would let you know, but I will definitely try.”

      Alana giggled, and then went dancing down the road, away from him.

      He turned his attention back to the barrier he needed to follow, to make sure sorcerers couldn’t get through.

      For now, he would do that, though he didn’t know how much longer he was even going to need to. Gavin had no idea how much longer the city even needed his help. Eventually, they would not.

      At that point, he would have to decide where he would go.
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      Darkness surrounded Gavin. There was a time when he had been bothered by it, the one thing Tristan had not been able to train out of him, though he knew that darkness was a part of the world. Although he did not embrace it, Gavin had come to at least accept it.

      It was more than just that, though. He had the El’aras dagger in hand, and he pushed a bit of power out from his core reserves into the dagger, which caused it to glow with soft blue light.

      That illumination surged in the darkness as he reached the entrance to Cyran’s old home.

      It was on the outskirts of the city, and it was a place he had been visiting much more often these days, enough that he had gone so far as to ask Zella to provide enchantments he could use around the house to protect it. He didn’t want anyone else to come through without him knowing. No enchantment was foolproof, but he trusted Zella as much as he could trust anyone who used magic. And there were now several stone wolves that sat outside the house, guarding it. Two were situated at the front door, and they were also placed by each of the windows and along the back. There would be no easy way for somebody to get inside without one of the stone wolves detecting them.

      He stepped inside the house, sweeping his gaze around, making sure there was no sign of anybody here. When he was reassured there was nothing, Gavin headed through to the back room, pulled open the trapdoor, and descended into the hidden chamber of the old sorcerer’s lair below.

      It wasn’t that anymore, though. Now it was just a secret space he could access, and he had agreed to meet Anna here now that she was back in Yoran. He made his way through the low-ceilinged tunnel, coming up to the door with the El’aras symbols on it, and pressed his hand to it. Gavin had learned that he could push power out from himself, using the energy of his core reserves to trigger something within the door that would allow it to open.

      As soon as the door came open, Gavin froze.

      He wasn’t alone.

      He felt a sense of energy, almost as if there was a whisper in the air that moved around in a strange and unexpected contour.

      Sorcery?

      After what he’d seen outside the city, he remained on edge.

      He held the El’aras dagger up, but the light didn’t penetrate far. There were still shadows along the back of the room that he couldn’t quite see past. He could push more power out from the dagger, but that would only serve to give anybody who might be targeting him the knowledge that he was there, and it might show them how they needed to attack him.

      Gavin released the power from the dagger. It was better to fight in the dark if it came down to that. Hopefully, this was just Anna, but if it was, he would’ve expected her to respond and tell him she was there.

      Which suggested this was someone else.

      He held the El’aras dagger and slipped inside the door, moving into the darkness and keeping his back up against the wall. Eddies of air swirled, and they carried a strange smell to his nostrils, not the ones he expected within this place. What was usually more of a foul, musty sort of odor was now mixed with a hint of pine.

      “It is you,” he said, pushing power once again through the El’aras dagger and causing it to glow.

      As soon as he did, he saw Anna standing across from him, near the table at the center of the room. She rested with one hand on it, almost as if lounging there. Her golden hair hung in waves down her shoulders, and her dappled green cloak caught the shadows, as if surrounding them and holding them around her.

      She grinned, and there was a twinkle in her pale-blue eyes. “How did you know it was me?”

      “The pine,” Gavin said. “I can smell it on you.”

      She arched a brow. “Now I smell?”

      “You have a distinct aroma. We all do.” He stepped forward and probed outward, pushing with even more power through the El’aras dagger, and he caused it to blaze as brightly as he could. When he was convinced that there was nothing else here, he relaxed, dimming the dagger once again.

      “Do you think I would’ve stayed here if there was danger to me?” she asked.

      “You may not have known about the danger.”

      She offered a hint of a smile, something that suggested she either doubted he was far more capable than her or was amused by his persistence.

      “I didn’t say we were going to meet inside the room,” Gavin said.

      She had bypassed his protections overhead without disturbing any of them.

      Maybe those enchantments weren’t quite as helpful as he’d hoped.

      He’d have to work with them more.

      “You didn’t say where we’d meet at all,” she said. She swept her gaze around once until settling back on Gavin. “We haven’t taken the time to explore these places before.”

      “I’ve explored them,” he said. “These were sorcerer tunnels. They connected each member of the Triad to the others.”

      “Just the Triad?”

      Gavin shrugged. “I don’t know enough about the workings of the city back then. What are you getting at?”

      Anna headed over to one of the walls. It was perfectly smooth and curved upward. The lair was a strange structure, something Gavin had explored in the past. Though he had found another way in, this was the only other access point.

      “Because it’s El’aras?” he asked when she didn’t say anything.

      She paused, looking over her shoulder at him. “You knew.”

      “I suspected.” He pointed to the door and motioned with the dagger. “The markings on the door suggested that. It’s not as if I have some great understanding of what’s El’aras and what’s not.”

      “The markings indicate that the door came from someplace else,” she said softly.

      “What do you mean?”

      She didn’t answer, and instead ran her hands along the surface of the wall, though she kept them just above the stone. A bit of power flowed out of her palms, pressing outward. Gavin wished he had a better understanding of what she was doing, but though he could feel something against him, he unfortunately couldn’t quite tell what it was that she did.

      When she was done, she turned back to him. “I find nothing else here.”

      “Did you expect to?”

      She took a deep breath. “When I saw that door, I thought that perhaps…” Anna shook her head. “It does not matter.”

      “You’ve been gone for a while.”

      He waited to see if she might explain what she’d been doing in her absence, but she didn’t. He knew better than to expect that from her.

      “Did you get everything resolved?” he tried.

      “As could be,” she said. “Regrettably, there are some issues that remain.”

      “Such as that there are some El’aras who’d like to destroy the sorcerers?”

      She tipped her head slightly. “That is but one.”

      “What can be done about it?”

      She frowned, watching him. And, as he often did when she looked at him, Gavin had a feeling that she was somehow trying to read his mind, though he knew such a thing was not possible.

      “What are you willing to offer?” she asked.

      “Offer?” Gavin said. He went cold for a moment. They’d never had that kind of interaction before. “I’m not for hire for that kind of job, if that’s what you’re trying to get at. I still don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      There was just a hint at the corner of her eyes that suggested disappointment. Gavin knew that Anna was trying to get him to go with her to the El’aras lands, to continue to understand his kind of magic and just what it meant for him, but he wasn’t going to go to them as an assassin.

      “There has been no threat here in the better part of two months,” she said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Gavin said, then told her about the sorcerers he and Imogen had seen. “And through it all, I’ve been working with the enchanters to ensure that the protections around the city are still in place.”

      “Is that how you would prefer to spend your days?”

      “I’m not sure that prefer is the right way to put it, but I recognize the need.” He smiled. “If we don’t do this, there is a very real danger that another attack might come.”

      He left unsaid that he still worried about Tristan. Everything all came back to his old mentor, who was still after something. Gavin was convinced that everything was tied to some plan Tristan had in mind, something he had yet to see. But after dealing with Cyran and everything he had been after, Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if all of this were somehow bound together. Everything seemed tied into something Tristan intended for him, something he could not quite understand.

      “There has been no sign of movement out of him,” she said, reading his mind.

      “Would you know?”

      Anna hesitated before answering. “There was a time when I would’ve. Unfortunately, he has eluded us.” She turned, focusing on the walls again, sweeping her hands out as if she might find something. “How long has this structure been here?”

      “I have no idea,” Gavin said, shrugging. “All of this is old.”

      He joined her and moved his hand across the stone, though he didn’t feel anything. He held on to some of his core reserves, the power that circled inside him, while trying to mimic the way she was pushing out energy. As she had instructed him to in the past, he let the energy become a part of him, and he pushed it out slowly from deep within, then through his fingertips.

      There was no measure of control to it, but he had a feeling she wasn’t using anything controlled either. This was merely a matter trying to probe, to detect whether there was an energy there.

      “Age sometimes makes it more valuable,” Anna said.

      “Sometimes?”

      “Sometimes age is just age.”

      Gavin smiled before turning his attention back to the wall, once again trying to imitate her movements. Even as he did, he didn’t feel anything changing, and certainly didn’t feel anything about the wall itself. He detected the way his energy bounced off the wall, and then did nothing else.

      “What do you feel?” she asked, glancing over to him.

      “I don’t feel anything. I was just trying to see what you were doing.”

      “That is a good start. Sometimes the only way to explore power is to use it.”

      Gavin chuckled. “I haven’t been able to do much of anything.”

      “That is not quite true. You have commanded this power, but you have done so without control. There is a difference between the two. You can use it the way you have, but then you must find a way to exert your influence over it.”

      Gavin kept his hands in place, focusing on as much as he could, but even as he did, he could not tell whether there was anything more.

      “What do you think I should be able to feel?” he asked.

      She closed her eyes. “As I sweep my hands along here, I feel the age of the stone. I feel those who carved this chamber. I feel the influence of time. All are the reflections you could discover.”

      “You can feel all that?”

      “In time, you will be able to as well,” she said.

      Gavin grunted. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “I didn’t say how much time,” she said, chuckling softly.

      He grunted again. “We don’t have to stay here.”

      “It is time for us to continue to work. I fear that with what has been going on, you do not have the time you believed you would have.”

      “We have already decided that I most likely do not have any additional time,” Gavin said. “Considering how we were attacked before, and how the El’aras were willing to go against you—”

      “They didn’t go against me,” she said, her gaze settling on his ring. “Not entirely. They wanted the Shard so they could oppose you.”

      Gavin glanced down at his hand, and even in the darkness he could still see the gleaming white stone on his finger. “This? I’m still not exactly sure what this ring is.”

      He hadn’t known it had been about the ring, but he wasn’t completely surprised. The ring meant power, and he figured the El’aras didn’t think he deserved easy access to their power.

      “The ring signals the El’aras champion,” she said.

      Anna moved away, heading to the door at the back of the chamber. She barely hesitated before she pressed power out from her and unlocked it. As the door opened, there came a hiss of air, and Gavin followed her out of the chamber and into a smaller tunnel.

      Theren had mentioned a champion. Gavin hadn’t expected it to be himself.

      “What is this champion about?” he asked.

      She paused. “Surely you’ve already seen that,” she said, glancing back at him. “The ring signifies something. As does the sword, in fact. They can bridge you to the people.”

      “That’s not what I want.”

      “Perhaps not, but it is what we need.”

      He caught up to her, and she stopped at another intersection that Gavin had explored before. She swept her hands out from her, holding them against the stone.

      “Something is not as it should be,” she whispered.

      Anna continued to hold her hands away from her, and Gavin began to mimic her again. He pushed power out through his fingertips the same way he had before, and didn’t detect anything in the stone, though he hadn’t expected to.

      “What’s wrong?” When she didn’t answer, he tried a different approach. “Why do you need me to be this champion?”

      She looked over. “Because of what is coming.”

      “What is coming?”

      She started to answer, but a surge of power came from her, and a door emerged from the stone. Gavin’s eyes widened at the sight. As she continued to press power into the small, oval door, he made out the outlines of El’aras writing on its surface.

      “Did you know it would do that?” he asked.

      She glanced over to him. “I felt something.”

      “Did you know you would form a door?”

      “No. And not this door. This is an El’aras doorway,” she said. “One of the oldest of our kind. I would not have expected here.” A deep frown creased her brow, and she looked behind her, back to the chamber. “I thought the door to that other room had been moved, but perhaps…”

      The door opened, and she stepped inside.

      Gavin held on to the El’aras dagger, tempted to reach for the sword, but he didn’t know if he would have enough space to operate with a sword if it came down to it. He wanted to move ahead of Anna, to be able to protect her if necessary, but he had no idea whether there would be anything he would even need to do.

      “We should be careful,” he said.

      “This is a Hall of the People,” she said.

      The door led to a perfectly smooth, narrow tunnel. All along the walls were symbols. Anna pressed one hand against a wall, and the symbols began to glow with the same blue light his dagger and sword did.

      She stared at the symbols. “I would not have expected this,” she said, looking back to Gavin. “But it makes sense, especially considering that the blade and the ring were held where they were.”

      “What is it?”

      “A place formed by some of the oldest of our people. Once to protect an item of power, but it was undoubtedly moved when the people left this city.”

      She continued heading along the hallway, and Gavin followed, sweeping his gaze along the El’aras writing. He couldn’t make out any of the words and doubted there would be a way for him to interpret anything written here on his own.

      “What does the writing say?” he asked.

      She glanced back at him. “There were some long ago who believed in prophecy,” she said, shaking her head. “They believed that they had the ability to see into the future. We had a name for them, but it has been lost over time.”

      Prophecy.

      That fit with something she’d mentioned to him before, about fate.

      And had to do with the fact that she was the Risen Shard.

      “Our people live a long time,” she said. “Long by human standards, at least. And in all that time, there have been those who believed they could foresee what would come.”

      “What does this say?”

      “It speaks of a great destruction, and the darkness, and a danger…”

      Her voice trailed off as she continued along the tunnel, away from Gavin. He stopped, sweeping his gaze along the corridor, trying to see if he could recognize anything.

      There was nothing but the strange symbols.

      Since Gavin could not read any of the El’aras writing, he wondered if he would even be able to get back into the chamber on his own, or whether this was some sort of a trick to Anna because she was the Risen Shard.

      Maybe Wrenlow could help them understand.

      It would be another reason for Gavin to remain in the city, another reason for them to work together.

      The tunnel kept going, stretching far into the darkness.

      “Are you sure we should be following this?” he asked.

      Anna glanced back at him. “Are you afraid?”

      “Not afraid,” he said. “Just… uncertain.”

      “Somebody has used this,” she whispered. “There is a distinct energy here.”

      “Yoran energy?”

      Gavin looked around, and he began to focus on the core reserves within him. As he pushed it through every part of himself the way she had trained him to do, he tried to focus on that energy, feel that power, and hold on to it, letting that power flow up from deep within him and outward. Maybe he could see if there was something he could sense, some aspect of power he could be aware of, but as he poured that power out from him, Gavin felt nothing.

      “I don’t detect anything,” he said.

      “It would not be easy to detect,” she whispered.

      “What is it, though?”

      “A presence.”

      “Sorcery, or El’aras?”

      “El’aras,” she said.

      “Do you think Theren had found this?”

      Anna’s brow furrowed, and she traced her fingers along the wall, moving them in a small pattern that looked almost as if they were twitching and contorting. As she worked, a pale-blue light began to glow along the wall, swirling outward in the same pattern her fingers were making.

      It spread up along the stone, then down to the floor, and then across to the other wall.

      “Not Theren,” she said. “I would know if it had been him. I’d been around him long enough to recognize his signature.”

      “Then who?”

      She shook her head. “That I don’t know.”

      Whoever had come through here had some way of knowing how to find this—which meant they had some way of knowing how to get into the city, and some way of knowing how to get into the sorcery chambers.

      “Tristan,” Gavin said.

      She breathed out slowly, before turning and looking over to him. “We have not seen him, but you may be right.”

      Gavin suspected he was. This was exactly the kind of thing Tristan would have wanted to find. For all he knew, this was what he had sent Cyran after.

      “I wonder if Cyran ever encountered this,” he said.

      Anna furrowed her brow. “A sorcerer would not have been able to enter one of our halls.”

      “Even a powerful one?”

      “We held your friend Cyran for many months, and he had no means of escaping. It wasn’t until he was assisted that he managed to find his way out.”

      “He’s not my friend,” Gavin said.

      She started off, and the twisting power continued to flow out from her, trailing along the ground, as if Anna was trying to feel her way forward and figure out who had been here. Gavin followed her, and they made their way all the way down the tunnel, walking at a steady pace. She continued to let power sweep out, and the glowing along the walls persisted, though it faded behind them and in front of them, suggesting she was only illuminating the section she stood in.

      There was a part of Gavin that wished he would’ve taken some time to study old and different languages so that he could read these symbols. But he had been much more focused on trying to understand how to fight, to protect himself, that he hadn’t the time to be a scholar and learn this sort of thing. If he was going to live as long as it sounded like he would—at least, if he didn’t die in the process—he would have time to study.

      Gavin stared, sweeping his gaze along the halls, and wondered if Anna was reading everything.

      “What else is here?” he asked. “You spoke of darkness, of something else here, but you didn’t really tell me anything more about it.”

      She smiled tightly. “It is all part of the old prophecy.”

      “How old is old?”

      “Thousands of years,” she said.

      She continued forward, her hands trailing along the wall as she focused and looked out into the darkness of the tunnel ahead. Gavin felt a sense of slight unease rising within him. When Anna reached a part of the tunnel where it no longer continued forward, she paused.

      “Is this another door?” he asked.

      She nodded slowly. “This would be another door.”

      “And what’s behind here?”

      “I think it is time for us to find out.”

      She pressed her hand against it, and as before, a curved door formed with ancient El’aras writing all along its surface. As she channeled more power into it, the door started to come open.

      Bright light spilled in. And so did something that pushed against him.

      Power.

      Gavin grabbed Anna, moving her behind him.

      “I think I need to go first from here,” he said. “There’s something out there.”

      Her frown deepened, and she cocked her head to the side, studying him for a moment before nodding.

      Gavin stepped forward, into the light.
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      He squeezed the hilt of the El’aras dagger, letting the energy flow through him. As it did, he could feel something pressing on him. It was almost a feeling of magic that squeezed in on him. At first, he started to wonder whether they had reached the outskirts of the city and were passing through one of the magical barriers that the enchanters had placed. But this may have been something else.

      Gavin stepped deeper into the blinding brightness of the light, struggling to see much of anything. Partly, that was because his eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the tunnel and the pale-blue glow of his El’aras dagger. Partly, it was because it almost felt as if this overwhelming brightness was designed to make it difficult for him to see beyond.

      Anna pressed up behind him. He was aware of her pine scent, much like he had been in the other chamber. The air was still, nothing other than his breath and only that strange pressure, that brightness. He continued forward.

      Then he stepped free, beyond the border of whatever contained him. He could feel the light shift, become a little dimmer, until it faded completely into a gray sky. Light drifted down, and a staircase stretched in front of them.

      Gavin looked over to Anna. She was holding her hands up, a bit of blue tracing around her wrists, as if she was ready to release some power from her.

      “There’s nothing else here,” he said as he started up the stairs. “You said that somebody had come through there?”

      “I don’t detect them here,” she said.

      “Is that because they came down the corridor and didn’t come all the way through, or…”

      “Or I do not detect them here.”

      Gavin frowned and sheathed the El’aras dagger, then reached for the sword. Out in the open, on the wide stone stairs that stretched out of the tunnel, Gavin thought he needed something more than just the dagger. He had far more space to operate, and he could use the sword better than he could use the dagger.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, they emerged around a pile of boulders. They were on the outskirts of the city, and near the forest, though not in it.

      Anna pressed up alongside him, and she looked out.

      “We’re beyond the city,” she said.

      He thought she was right, though had no idea how they had traveled so far.

      El’aras magic, most likely. The kind he could not imagine.

      “How is that possible?” he asked. “Why are we not in the forest?”

      “Not all El’aras prefer the trees,” she said.

      Gavin thought about what Theren had said, how he had hated the forest, even though he had been rescued by the El’aras who lived there. “How old is that hall?”

      “With the prophecy, and those who would’ve made it, it would be extremely old.” She frowned as she looked behind her toward the stairs leading back down. “Incredible,” she whispered. “Do you see how it disappears here?”

      Gavin turned back, and he realized she was right. It looked like nothing more than a collection of boulders, though he knew that they had come out of a staircase. It would have been impossible to see otherwise.

      “You have to know it’s there,” he said.

      “Like many things of the El’aras,” she said. “At the same time, I would not have expected it to be so open.”

      “Is it open?”

      She traced a circle around the collection of rocks, and as she went, a pale-blue line of power trailed after her, as if she were marking it.

      “You’re leaving a way to find the hall again,” he said.

      “There are now very few of these throughout the world that we can find. They have been lost over time,” she explained. “A Hall of the People is a place where some of our oldest have placed their knowledge.”

      “You said this was only a reference to some prophecy.”

      “That is part of it. And as I said, there was once another reason.”

      Gavin furrowed his brow as he looked over to her, but Anna didn’t elaborate. She simply continued her pattern, making a circle of power around the base of the rock. When she was done, she paused and twisted her fingers again, leaving a layer of magic on the ground.

      In the distance, he made out a crumbled stone building, and then another near it.

      “That is one of our ancient settlements,” she explained, following his eyeline. “I had not known there was one here.” She looked back to the rock, and then to the remains of the settlement. “I would like to see if there’s anything else like it. It would fit with there being a hall here. There should have been more than just the hall, though. More than just this collection of boulders.”

      They started off, and Gavin held his sword, though he felt a little foolish to have it unsheathed, especially as there didn’t seem to be any danger out here. Anna was still holding her hands out, and blue traces of magic worked up her arms, as if she remained uncertain as well.

      “Should I be concerned about something here?” he asked.

      “I am worried that someone has used that chamber recently,” she said. “Recent enough that I feel residual energy. It was not one of the El’aras with me, which leaves me to fear that there is something—”

      A cold burst of magic surged over Gavin.

      Anna stepped forward, and she swept her hands in front of her, crossing them in a rapid pattern. Gavin could almost make out the details of the patterns she formed. A haze of blue energy spread in front of her. When that power struck it, the air crackled in front of her, then the energy faded.

      She glanced back at him. “Sorcery.”

      Gavin had chased sorcerers outside the city recently. Could they have not departed as he’d thought they had?

      “You said it wasn’t a sorcerer that had gone through your hall,” he said.

      “It was not.”

      “And you also said that it would take a powerful sorcerer to get in.”

      She nodded. “It would.”

      Her gaze drifted to his ring, and Gavin frowned.

      “A Toral?” he asked.

      “They would have the necessary power. Perhaps the knowledge too.”

      Gavin grunted. “We should see what’s out there.”

      “Yes, we should.”

      Anna kept her hands crossed in front of her, and the blue energy continued to sizzle in front of her, but no further blast came at them.

      “Could that have been an enchantment?” Gavin mused.

      It was possible that they had triggered some protection around the city. He hadn’t asked Davel if he had placed anything like that, but Gavin wouldn’t put it past him to have created something to defend the city. Something like that certainly would have been difficult to detect, enough that he would be unsurprised to find somebody caught off guard by it.

      “An enchantment would not have been targeted quite so well,” she said.

      Gavin quickly assessed the situation in his mind. There had been sorcerers outside Yoran recently, though he didn’t think they’d come here. Given what he’d seen of them, it was far more likely that they were with the Fates than were Toral, though he didn’t really know.

      He reached for his core reserves, wanting to be ready. A part of him felt tempted to call on one of his enchantments. They were out in the open, and though the pile of boulders behind them were a place they could take shelter, there was also the risk of somebody finding that opening and using it to track back into the city.

      “That’s where they have to be hiding,” Gavin said, nodding to the stone remains of the buildings in front of them.

      “It would be difficult to use sorcery there,” she said.

      “Because it was an El’aras settlement?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      Gavin didn’t know all the rules of magic, or of sorcery, but he wouldn’t have expected that to be one. “I didn’t realize El’aras settlements made using sorcery difficult.”

      “Because you haven’t taken the time to understand the connection you have to magic.”

      He chuckled. “That’s not necessarily a reason for me to go and learn from you.”

      “Considering how little I can tell you care about sorcery, it seems to me it would be a very good reason.”

      There was some truth to that, though Gavin wasn’t about to admit that to her.

      They started moving toward the remains, and Gavin could sense the power she continued to exude. As he crept forward, he felt a burning begin along his arms and legs. He looked over to Anna, and her face was pinched in concentration.

      “I feel it as well,” she said.

      She twisted her hands, forming something that looked like a circular pattern with one arm and a triangular shape with the other. The way she mixed the two together, continuing to build light and power and energy out from her, left it flowing away from her.

      “Be ready,” she said.

      “I usually am.”

      Gavin laughed quietly to himself, knowing that if Gaspar had been with him, he would’ve made some offhand comment about it being usually, rather than always. Even Wrenlow would have joked with him. Anna was always so serious, and maybe it was just that she was El’aras, but there was an intensity to her.

      He still found himself compelled by her, though.

      “At least give me a heads up about what we might encounter here,” he said.

      “El’aras,” she whispered.

      “You said it was sorcery.”

      She nodded, indicating his ring. “We have talked about the ring you wear. The power within those rings is granted to the bearer.”

      “The Sul’toral,” he said, glancing down to his finger. “Is that what powers this?”

      “It’s not the same as what they use. There would be no Sul’toral that could command the El’aras champion.”

      “It sounds to me like I serve all of the El’aras, if I’m the champion.”

      “Perhaps,” she said softly. “But those who have a Toral ring carry the power of those who have gifted it to them. The Sul’toral.”

      He nodded once and peered around. They hadn’t come across any other attack, and he saw nothing suspicious.

      “They’re concealing themselves,” he said, looking into the distance. “Like the boulders were concealed.”

      Anna slowed, looking over to him. “It would be complicated magic, even for one of my kind.”

      “But it can be done.”

      “I suppose that if there is an El’aras Toral, it can be done.”

      He debated whether he needed the sword, or whether he needed to use his ring. He didn’t know which of the two would offer him the greatest likelihood of overwhelming whatever they might come across.

      “Why do I get the sense that whatever is out here worries you?” he asked.

      She frowned deeply. “Because Theren had a Toral ring, which is worrisome. But there are not many El’aras who have enough strength to serve as Toral. Doing so weakens the bearer, and it changes something about them. If there is an El’aras who has gifted that part of themselves, it suggests they are incredibly powerful. I have only met a few in my life.”

      Once again, she said nothing about how long she had lived, but Gavin suspected that it had been a very long time. And if Anna was concerned about the type of power this other person possessed, Gavin knew that he should worry too.

      He reached into his pocket and grabbed one of the paper birds Alana had given him. He hadn’t expected to need one quite so soon, but it would be useful for this.

      Gavin pulled it out, and he tapped it while pushing power out from him. As he did, the paper started to shift and unfold of its own accord, and soon the paper raven, in all its angular glory, sat upon his hand.

      Whisper to it, Alana had said.

      “I need you to show me what’s up there,” he whispered, leaning close to the raven.

      The bird didn’t do anything.

      “Can you show me what’s up there?” he asked, trying again.

      Once again, he didn’t get any reaction.

      “You must speak to it,” Anna said.

      “I’m trying to.”

      She shook her head. “Not with your words.”

      It meant that she wanted him to use power as he spoke, which must have been what Alana had wanted from him too.

      Gavin leaned toward the paper raven, and he whispered to it, adding a hint of power as he did. “Show me what’s up there.”

      The paper raven spread its wings and took off. As soon as it did, something strange happened to Gavin. In the back of his mind, he could see the ground stretched beneath him, as if he were with the raven. The image was distorted and not completely clear, but it was there, as if tethered to the bird.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “I’m really going to have to thank her.”

      “It is an impressive use of magic,” Anna said.

      “I see what the raven sees. She has these dragons as well, and…”

      Gavin wondered if maybe he should use a paper dragon now, but he also doubted that breaking out one of them would be effective against a sorcerer, especially if they were as powerful as what Anna feared.

      The bird, on the other hand, could scout the surroundings, and once they saw what they needed, they could take advantage.

      The paper raven circled, and Gavin could make out the landscape the raven saw deep beneath it. As it flew over the building, he looked for anything within it that seemed unusual, but he didn’t see anything. At least, not at first. The longer the raven circled, the more Gavin started to notice some strangeness to the contours.

      The buildings all around had crumbled, but something about them looked off. The image he was seeing through the raven looked odd, as if whatever energy was there had been shifted in such a way that the raven couldn’t quite see past it.

      “There’s some type of concealment,” Gavin said softly. “I don’t think they anticipated us coming from the air.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “I don’t know how many people are there, though.”

      “You can sacrifice the enchantment,” she said.

      Gavin looked up at the paper raven, and he wondered whether that would be worthwhile. Would Alana feel what happened? He hoped she didn’t feel pain, but she would certainly be aware of something.

      “I suppose I should.”

      “She will not be harmed,” Anna said.

      “That’s what she told me as well.”

      “Then you must trust her. Trust that she understands her power, that she knows what is needed for her to control it.”

      “She’s only twelve,” Gavin said.

      “Twelve and already so impressive.”

      He had the feeling that Anna meant it.

      “I need to see what’s inside that settlement,” Gavin whispered. He pushed on a bit of power, and he thought it would flow out of him and up on the wind to the paper raven. Surprisingly, it flowed through him, to that connection in the back of his mind that enabled him to see what the raven saw. The bird started to descend.

      It dove straight toward the settlement. As soon as it plunged beneath what Gavin suspected was a shield, there was a shimmer of light.

      Then he saw them.

      It happened for only a moment. Five people, all dressed in dark clothing. Through the raven’s sight, Gavin couldn’t quite make out anything beyond that. Then the connection was severed.

      “We have to move,” he said. “There are five of them.”

      He started forward, already pushing power out from his core reserves into the sword. As he did, he started to wonder if perhaps this was a mistake.

      Anna kept up with him, and she shook her head. “I am not certain whether we should be doing this,” she said. “If there are five Toral—”

      “Could there be a Sul’toral?”

      “The Sul’toral would not be here,” she said. “Not until they knew it was safe to come.”

      “Theren’s attack might only have been the beginning. They might have wanted to get to you.”

      “Or you,” she said softly.

      She pressed her lips together in a tight frown, moving her hands in another pattern so that energy continued to swirl around them until it created a barrier that shielded the two of them.

      Gavin readied his core reserves as they neared.

      The closer they got, the more he could make out some strange, shimmering quality to the ruins in front of him. It was almost as if when he turned his head to one side he saw the ruins shift, and then when he turned to another, they shifted again. Each time he turned his head, there was something different there, as though the contours of the landscape weren’t completely static—though perhaps they could not be.

      “Not much longer,” Gavin said.

      They reached the edge of some sort of magical barrier, and then passed through.

      Suddenly, he could see the others in front of them.

      “Now it’s time for you to be ready,” he said.

      She pressed her hands out—just in time.

      A burst of energy that Gavin couldn’t even see struck the shield, and he felt it sizzle along his skin as it crashed into Anna’s barrier and caused it to crackle.

      “Can I do anything like that?” he asked.

      “You have the ring,” she said, tension in the way she set her jaw, and in the energy within her. This was taking more out of her than she acknowledged.

      “I have the ring, but I don’t want to use too much power if I don’t have to.”

      “With what is in front of us, you will not have much of a choice. Move. Get in there. Use your training.”

      Gavin darted forward. He focused on the power within him, on the ring, and then pushed out through it. He tried to do what Anna had taught him, concentrating on that power to send it through him, and creating a ring of energy that flowed away from him. Gavin could feel something within that ring of energy expand.

      A blast of power struck him and threw him off to the side, but it didn’t harm him. He caught himself before he fell to the ground and raced forward. Then he reached the outer edge of the settlement.

      He scaled the nearest fallen stone wall, flipping and coming to land. As he did, he quickly surveyed everything around him.

      The raven had shown him five people. Gavin now counted seven. Somehow, the raven hadn’t seen all of them. He found the paper bird lying motionless in the center of the small settlement.

      He made a swift assessment. The seven individuals were all dressed similarly. Black cloaks, hoods pulled up, and Toral rings on the hands of three of them. The others might have them as well. Two of them had visible swords.

      Power sizzled around him.

      Three of the Toral turned toward him and focused at the same time.

      Gavin debated which fighting style to use. Against sorcery, he had to pick carefully, using the right kinds of fighting styles both to attack and to avoid spells.

      Tristan had taught him several options, but it was what he’d learned after leaving Tristan that seemed most appropriate now. The Vothan technique. Sharp, quick movements. He could use power from his core reserves as he did.

      Gavin spun, swinging the blade around.

      The technique wasn’t going to be fast enough. Or fluid.

      Then Leier style it was.

      He swept the blade toward one of the attackers, but he couldn’t carve through. He followed the motion, flowing the way he’d seen Imogen fight when sparring with her recently. It was far more useful than he expected.

      There was something powerful to the technique, almost as if the patterns themselves channeled some magic. The sword arced, slicing through the nearest attacker.

      There was a soft gasp, a burst of energy, and then another person slid forward, taking the place of the one Gavin had cut down. Gavin continued his movement, spinning back around to the next sorcerer.

      Power continued to build around him, pressing in on him. He slowly began to feel like the energy within him was constricted. The more he tried to spin, the more it felt as if he was being corralled, brought toward the center of the settlement ruins.

      He summoned energy from within himself.

      There was that of his own core reserves, but it was more than just that. It was the power within him, the power he could call through the ring.

      Energy surged, and he let it explode out from him. There was no real control to it, just like when he’d charged toward the sorcerers on the outskirts of the city. He knew that this was not the way Anna had taught him to fight with his magic, but Gavin had experience with exploding power out from him.

      It gave him a moment to act. And it was that moment Gavin needed.

      He lunged toward one of the attackers, driving the blade into their belly. He pulled the blade out and turned quickly, sharply, and thrust the sword toward the next person.

      There was nothing there.

      Gavin continued his movement, spinning, but he couldn’t see anything else.

      He needed a better vantage. He needed the paper raven.

      Gavin darted toward the fallen raven and tapped on it, pushing out with a hint of power. Not surprisingly, the bird spread its wings and streaked upward.

      “Circle,” Gavin whispered.

      As the raven scouted above him, he could make out the fighting around him.

      He had taken down three attackers. And he saw that there were still at least seven more.

      There had only been seven total when he had come.

      He thought about the hyadan, how they had multiplied, but he didn’t think that was what he faced. These were sorcerers. Some—maybe all—had Toral rings.

      They also had a way of concealing themselves.

      Gavin turned, trying to bring his sword around, but magical power squeezed him.

      He looked around and saw no sign of Anna. Given how much power was being used on him, and how he was being forced away from where he wanted to go, he worried that the same thing was happening to her. He wouldn’t be able to help her.

      Gavin summoned the energy from his core reserves. Power filled him, and then he exploded it from him once again.

      They contained it.

      All of it.

      With a rising dread, he knew they were too much for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin wished he had more of the stone golems from Mekel.

      He had some enchantments on him, and from his pocket he pulled out the ones for eyesight, speed, and strength. Anything that would give him an advantage, an edge. Gavin was willing to cheat, especially in a fight where his survival depended on it.

      Had he a better understanding of his El’aras abilities, it wouldn’t be nearly the issue that it was now.

      Fight. Take the first step, he told himself.

      He might be surrounded by sorcerers of greater power and control than he had, but what he did have was his own techniques, his knowledge, and enough understanding of how to fight. He needed to keep moving, pick his way through the battle.

      Gavin spun his blade around, carving toward one attacker. He stayed in the Leier technique, flowing as Imogen had.

      Something shifted. It was an energy, but it bowed underneath the force of his blade. Gavin swung the sword again, and transparent waves of magic swirled around him.

      He had far more experience than he wanted with fighting magic like that. He pushed power through his El’aras sword and sliced through the magic, using Imogen’s fighting style. When his blade struck, there came a shimmer of blue light, which suggested that the power he believed was there actually existed in the way he thought it did. He didn’t have any control over what he cut through, and if there was beneficial magic here, he would carve through that just as well as he would through dangerous magic.

      He had to move quickly. The sorcerers around him were too powerful.

      Gavin brought the sword back, then swung again. He slammed through the protections around him, and it gave him a moment of breathing room.

      That was all he needed.

      He summoned energy from deep within him, using the power of his core reserves, and he launched himself at one of the sorcerers near him. He crashed into them and thrust the blade into their stomach and sliced upward, then he rolled off to the side, keeping the sorcerer in front of him.

      He took the chance to survey everything around him again. His back rested against one of the stone walls that had collapsed. As he focused, the sorcerers battling him became intermittently invisible.

      What kind of power did they have control over that allowed them to gain the ability to become invisible? Even though he was in the middle of a fight, he found himself thinking through the possibilities of that kind of weapon.

      Such an ability would be helpful. He could easily come up with a dozen different ways of using power like that. If sorcerers could do it, then enchanters could likely come up with something similar.

      Gavin pushed that idea out of his mind. Instead, he thought about what Anna had said: He was the El’aras champion. The sword and the ring were tied together in some way. They two items might have El’aras power borrowed from a Sul’toral, but he was the El’aras champion.

      Whatever that meant.

      He had to push power through the blade. He’d typically done it by drawing from his core reserves, but that didn’t mean it was the only way he could use that power.

      The ring also held power that was available to him.

      The energy filled him, and he forced it out through the sword. Power burst in such a way that Gavin could scarcely hold it. He had a moment where he could see the sorcerers around him. There were a dozen still remaining.

      How were there still so many?

      They couldn’t all be Toral, but even sorcerers in numbers could overpower him.

      Gavin darted forward but was frozen in the air. Something caught him, holding him in place, and he could not move. Distantly, he heard Anna cry out, which came through his enchantment.

      One of the sorcerers fell. Then another, this time in a spray of blood.

      That wasn’t the way Anna fought. She didn’t destroy people in bloody methods that left them motionless on the ground.

      Gavin tried to focus on the core reserves, on the power within the ring, on drawing it through the sword, but he was still held in place. Though he attempted to turn, all he saw were the remains of the settlement.

      Then another sorcerer fell. Three were down.

      The pressure around him began to ease.

      A fourth sorcerer collapsed.

      Gavin twisted and found that he could move. He raced toward one of the nearest sorcerers, catching them in the back with his blade and burying it all the way up to the hilt, which forced them forward. They staggered away from him, and Gavin spun around, stabbing another with his blade.

      Three more were down in that time.

      What was going on?

      He wasn’t the only one fighting. Another of the sorcerers fell, and Gavin tried to see who was helping, but could not.

      He shifted his focus, looking through the raven’s eyes, and froze.

      Gavin recognized the slender blades. The dark cloaks. The graceful sword movements as they swept through. They were like Imogen.

      Not the Muvarth, but the true Leier.

      Could they have been with her?

      Gavin spun again. Two other sorcerers were down, and neither of them by his hand.

      He slipped forward, and again missed both of the sorcerers he tried to reach. They fell before he was there.

      Through the raven’s eyes, he could see the Leier carving through the sorcerers. There was a pattern to their movements, and they were coordinated. Seeing the Leier fight in this fashion was impressive.

      Gavin had trained against people who had learned to fight from a young age, much like himself. Most of them had a single-minded determination with the type of combat they were forced to master. Tristan had resolved to make Gavin as skilled as possible in as many different fighting styles as he could. It involved learning various techniques, but it was more than just that. Tristan had been clear that fighting was nothing more than recognizing patterns. If Gavin could train his mind to recognize patterns, he could train his body to move through them.

      And as he watched the Leier fighting together, he saw the patterns emerge. They deflected attacks as if they were filled with magic, and they carved through the sorcerers. Blades were a blur of movement, sweeping so quickly that Gavin could scarcely follow.

      As he watched the Leier and the sorcerers, he froze.

      Anna.

      He scanned his surroundings and found her just outside the debris, looking down over a fallen sorcerer. He ran to her and saw that her mouth was twisted in a frown, her face a flat mask.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “I didn’t get the chance to question him.” She nodded to the fallen figure.

      “The sorcerer?”

      “Not a sorcerer. El’aras. Toral.”

      She grabbed the person’s arm and lifted it. There was a strange mark along his palm that stretched up his arm, wrapping around it as if it were a leather band. As Gavin tried to trace it, he realized that wasn’t the case. Was it some sort of tattoo?

      “Another El’aras Toral?” he asked.

      She looked over to Gavin, and there was a deep frown on her face, mixed with an edge of worry that he had not seen from her before. “He is too young to have that kind of power.”

      “I didn’t think you could tell an El’aras’s age.”

      “Not typically,” she said. She flipped open his other hand, and there was a mark on the base of each of his fingers, made in a deep-black ink. “Without this, I would not have known, but with this…”

      “What does it tell you?”

      “It tells me his family.”

      There was something in the way she said it that left Gavin troubled.

      He looked around. “We need to find the others of the Leier.” When she said nothing, only frowned more deeply, he pointed at the raven circling overhead. “There were seven Leier here, but I’m not entirely sure why.”

      Or how they’d managed to defeat this kind of power.

      They walked around, and Gavin paused to look inside the stone ruins. All he saw were the fallen bodies of the sorcerers, no haze of concealment as before. It was almost as if the sorcerers’ deaths had changed something, shattering that concealment. Magic wasn’t necessarily dependent on the sorcerer living to maintain it. Gavin had been around plenty of enchantments that had persisted after the sorcerer who had cast them had perished.

      What made this different?

      When he asked Anna, she inhaled deeply. The troubled expression on her face hadn’t left. “Perhaps the Leier have some way of destroying it.”

      “When I saw Imogen fighting with the Mistress of Vines…” He thought back to that time, at just how surprised he had been that Imogen had been able to handle any sorcerer. “I remember how shocked I was that she was able to defend against aspects of magic—something that somebody without any magic of their own shouldn’t have been able to do.”

      “Some have that ability. You will have to ask her.”

      They made a circuit around the settlement, and there was no sign of anyone, none of the Leier. They had vanished.

      “The Leier couldn’t have just snuck away,” Gavin said. “If they don’t have magic, then they shouldn’t have been able to just disappear.” He glanced over to Anna for confirmation.

      “As far as we know, they do not have magic. As I said, perhaps you need to ask your friend.”

      “How did you get away?” he asked her. Had the Leier not shown up, he knew he wouldn’t have survived the attack. “Were you overpowered?”

      Anna tilted her head. “I am the Risen Shard.”

      He hoped she’d say something more, but she didn’t.

      Anna crouched next to the fallen El’aras, looking past him, out into the distance.

      “What bothers you so much about him?” Gavin asked.

      The man was tall and lean, but he couldn’t tell anything else about his age. His clothing gave him something of a timeless quality. The long, flowing robes made of blue velvet could’ve blended into many different societies, but they would have stood out just as much. It gave him an air of authority, something almost regal.

      And now he was dead.

      Gavin had no difficulty with that fact.

      Not like Anna appeared to.

      “It is his family,” she said, straightening and looking over to Gavin. “He should not have sided against the sorcerers.”

      “It seems to me he sided with the sorcerers.”

      “Only to use their power,” she said, shaking her head. “It is a form of enslavement. Perhaps not with all of the Toral, but in the case of the El’aras, it is. It’s the reason that so few have chosen to do it.”

      Gavin looked at his hand, twisting the ring on his finger. “So I’m enslaved as well?”

      “I do not know,” she said.

      He started to laugh, but she didn’t smile.

      “You were serious?” he asked, and she offered a slight shrug. “I wasn’t expecting you to be quite so honest.”

      “Did you think I would mislead you?”

      “Maybe I hoped you would.”

      He peeled back the hood of the El’aras’s cloak and examined the man closer. Although he was tall, he was of average height for the El’aras. His dark brown hair contrasted with silver eyes, and his sharp chin and high cheekbones led Gavin to suspect that he would’ve been considered handsome. He looked to be no older than twenty or twenty-five—young, certainly, though from what Gavin had ascertained, it was difficult to tell with the El’aras. Given as long as they had lived, it meant that this El’aras had been two or three times the age that he appeared.

      Gavin searched through his pockets for enchantments or any other markings, but he didn’t find them.

      “Did you think he would carry other enchantments on him?” Anna asked.

      Gavin straightened and dusted his hands on his pants, looking over to her. “I didn’t know whether he would. With the power I felt here, I thought there might be some.”

      “Even if there were, I suspect those enchantments would be useless at this point. There is no residual energy here, Gavin Lorren.”

      He stripped back the man’s shirt and found a mark across his chest: straight lines that worked vertically down his body, from shoulder to shoulder.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      Anna frowned. “I have not seen that before.”

      “It’s not Toral?”

      She grabbed the man’s hand, holding it up. “This would be his Toral marking,” she said. “I have no idea what to make of that.”

      Gavin peeled the man’s shirt off, rolled him over, and looked at his back. There were more marks, though these were different. Whereas the front consisted of all straight lines, on the back there was a flow to the lines, ending with curls. Those worked all the way up and down his back, as if intersecting with his spine.

      Gavin touched him on the back, feeling skin that had already started to cool. He pushed out through his fingertips, borrowing some of his power, and let it flow into those marks.

      Anna grabbed his hand, pulling it back. “You do not know what that is,” she said. “It is dangerous to do anything until you know.”

      “I know it is some sort of power,” Gavin said. “And until we understand that power, we won’t know what more we need to do.”

      “There is nothing more.”

      “We need to understand it.”

      She stared at him before finally shaking her head. “No. It is dangerous.”

      He pulled away from her and pressed his hand down and tried to push power out from him once again, but he felt Anna resisting him. A sheet of energy swept around the fallen El’aras, blocking him.

      “I will not permit it,” she said.

      Gavin offered a hint of a smile and then sighed. “I didn’t realize I was asking for permission.”

      “I will not permit it,” she repeated.

      He debated whether or not he should push, but he decided that maybe this was a mistake. He had a sense from her that she was more than just bothered here—she was nervous.

      “Fine,” he said.

      He got to his feet, and Anna continued to press that sheet of energy around the man. The blue energy rolled over the El’aras, constricting until it started to sizzle. Gradually, the fallen man started to shimmer, as if that magic were starting to change something for him.

      Her power was pushing down, sweeping out from her, and stretching into the ground. Gavin noticed a pattern to the way she was moving her hands, and her magic swirled around, reacting to that pattern. He followed it, wondering if he might be able to use something similar, before deciding that it wasn’t important. The only thing that mattered was how that magic worked. And it pressed this El’aras down into the earth, as if Anna was trying to forget what had happened.

      “Could you do that to somebody living?” Gavin asked.

      Anna glanced over to him, and she frowned. “Why would I want to do that?”

      “I’m just saying that…”

      Gavin had no idea what he was saying, only that he thought there would be an interesting way to use that power—though, given Anna’s immediate reaction when he had suggested it, he recognized that there was something dark to what he had asked.

      “Forget I said anything,” he muttered.

      She nodded to him. “It is forgotten, Gavin Lorren.”

      When she was done, there was nothing left of the man, only the clothing. She flicked her fingers, and the clothes exploded with a pop, a blue flame consuming them, turning them to ash that then dissolved.

      “Do you do that with all of the El’aras?” he asked.

      “The energy of the fallen El’aras is returned to the world,” she said.

      “Do you absorb that energy?”

      Anna cocked her head, frowning at him. “I am not taking anything from him for myself, if that’s your concern.”

      “It’s not,” Gavin said, shrugging. “It is more a matter of trying to understand what you’re doing.”

      “To comprehend what you just witnessed, you would need to come with me, back to the El’aras lands.”

      “Just for me to learn how to take power out of somebody?”

      “It is much more than that,” she said.

      Gavin decided not to push. He stepped over the stone and headed toward the nearest of the fallen sorcerers, and he rolled them over. It was an older woman, with graying hair, a round face, and wrinkles along the corners of her eyes. She had a stab wound through her belly, another through her shoulder. Gavin didn’t know if it was his work or if it had been one of the Leier.

      He pulled the Toral ring off her finger, and searched through her pocket, looking for anything else he might uncover.

      “You won’t be able to use it,” Anna said as she approached.

      Gavin glanced over his shoulder to her, shaking his head. “I don’t intend to collect Toral rings. I just don’t want somebody else to come here thinking they might be able to.”

      “Now that the El’aras man’s power has been returned to the world, there would be no way for them to,” she said.

      “There’s always some sort of residual energy,” he said.

      She frowned as he picked his way through the sorcerers, peeling Toral rings off and looking for anything else he might find. He picked up a few other enchantments but had no idea whether they would be dangerous. He doubted they would have been deactivated by the attack. Zella could help him decide if they should be destroyed or if they could be useful.

      When they were done, he glanced over to Anna. “Should we do the same as you did with the El’aras?”

      “These are not El’aras,” she said.

      “Then we should burn them.”

      She pressed her fingertips together over the first body, and flames exploded over them, similar to the flames that had consumed the El’aras man’s clothing. Instead of a bluish color, these were an orange-yellow that burned in a quick and contained manner. She worked her way around the ruins, pausing at each of the bodies, burning them and leaving nothing but ash behind.

      When they were done, Gavin stepped out of the settlement, and he looked up at the sky. The raven was still there, circling.

      He focused on what he could see in the back of his mind, and he wondered if maybe he could use that to help him find the Leier. He scanned the area and strained to see through the raven’s eyes, but he came up with nothing but darkness in a vast expanse of emptiness.

      “They are gone,” Anna said.

      “The raven can find them.”

      “Is that your experience with Imogen?”

      Gavin grunted. “My experience with her is that if she doesn’t want to be found, she won’t be found.”

      “Then I imagine the same would be true with them.”

      For a moment, he considered the possibility that the Leier might actually go to Yoran, but what reason would there be? Maybe because of Imogen. Given that she had announced herself recently and gone after the hyadan, it was entirely possible that they might decide to chase that rumor. It might even be why they were here.

      It didn’t explain why they had attacked. Even if they had come because of Imogen, he didn’t think that the Leier had fought on her behalf.

      He was tempted to chase them, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, he could talk to Imogen, see what she knew. And they would take it from there.

      “We should get back,” he said.

      Gavin turned back toward the pile of boulders. When he reached it, he took a cautious step forward, blinking slowly as the brightness surrounded him and the stairs stretched down before them.

      Anna hurried down the steps, pressing her hand up against the door, and sent a surge of power out from her, opening it again. Gavin followed, and once inside, he had to take a moment for his eyes to adjust again. Everything around him was incredibly dark, making it difficult to see anything other than the walls surrounding him.

      The tunnel arched overhead, the stone smoothed, and Gavin stopped to examine the curved patterns etched into it.

      “I would like to know what this says,” he said.

      “There is very little here that I can tell you,” she replied. “It would take too long to read.”

      There was something in the way she said it that suggested she wanted to keep the truth from him. It wouldn’t be the first time Anna had attempted to conceal things from him, though now that he was down here, in a place he had brought her, he felt as if he had earned honesty from her.

      Why would she hide the truth from me now?

      “What aren’t you telling me?” He looked around the tunnel, sweeping his gaze along the hall, pointing at one of the sections where the writing was more abundant. “There’s something more here.”

      She peered along the tunnel with a furrowed brow, then she continued walking down it, away from him. “Nothing.”

      Gavin shrugged and reached his hand out, touching the wall. The lettering started to glow softly, the same as it had when Anna had done it. The glow stretched outward, streaking farther than it had before.

      Anna paused, turning back to him, shaking her head. “You should not do that,” she whispered.

      “Tell me why.”

      “It speaks of the war.”

      “The war between the El’aras and the sorcerers?”

      She stopped in the middle of the hall, stared at the wall, and held both hands out. “Not the war between the sorcerers and the El’aras. That was a dark time, mostly because my people—your people as well—were forced away from lands we had known for centuries.” She took a deep breath, and she traced her fingers over the letters. “But I’m referring to a time before that. Hundreds and hundreds of years before. A time that was meant to be peaceful, a time when the world was still new, and all the people within it were still young.” A hint of a smile played across her lips. “There are some of the oldest among the El’aras who claim to remember that time, though we know they could not. War broke out. It was dark and ugly, and many were lost.”

      “War with who?”

      She looked over at him, and a sad frown turned her lips downward. “War with ourselves.” She held his gaze for a moment before turning away, making her way down the hall. “This also refers to a prophecy, though it’s one that has long ago been forgotten, and long ago felt to be useless. It speaks of a time when the families would be divided again. When war would return. And when a champion must rise to unite them.”

      She turned back and looked pointedly at him.

      That was what this was about?

      Gavin touched the ring, twisting it and feeling the power within it, but didn’t know how he could ever be the El’aras champion. He was a fighter, that was true, but he was nobody’s champion.

      He was an assassin.

      He was the Chain Breaker.

      Gavin looked at the walls, wishing he had some way of reading the language written along them, before he hurried forward, finally catching up to Anna at the door. She remained silent as they stepped through, back into the main chambers, and he knew she would stay silent.

      Besides, it was time for him to return to the Dragon. Time for him to talk to Imogen.

      He didn’t have time to be a champion.
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      The inside of the Dragon felt somewhat oppressive to Gavin, though he wasn’t entirely sure why it should. The hearth crackled with warm flame, and the tables were filled with patrons. Lately, he’d been relieved to see that Jessica was back at her level of business that she had been at before. She deserved that much.

      Before Gavin had arrived in the city, the tavern had been a place of heavy activity and respectability. There was still an edge of danger that lingered here, though maybe that was Gavin’s impression rather than the reality. Jessica never said anything to him about it, but he suspected the change to the tavern troubled her.

      Now the Dragon had a regular booth for him and his friends. He found Wrenlow sitting in their regular spot off to the side of the tavern, a mug of ale set in front of him. Gavin approached carefully, looking around to see who else might be with him, but he didn’t see any sign of Olivia. Wrenlow sat alone.

      Gavin slid into the booth across from him.

      “Why so glum?” Wrenlow asked, grinning as he took a drink of ale.

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because of what we just went through,” Gavin replies, then described what had happened.

      Wrenlow sat up straighter, gripping the mug of ale more tightly. “Are you sure that’s what she called you?”

      Gavin frowned, shaking his head.

      Jessica approached. She was about his age, with a twinkle in her kind eyes and her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. She had on a blue dress that was cinched at the waist with a length of brown silk.

      “It’s good to see you, Gavin,” she said.

      He flashed a smile. “I see the music is no better tonight.”

      “I don’t think my music is the issue. Every minstrel I hire can’t be bad.”

      He chuckled as Wrenlow raised an eyebrow at him. “Maybe it’s my ears, then.”

      “That’s probably more likely. I’ve never had any complaints about my musical selection in the past.”

      “They are different here,” Wrenlow said. “The musicians, that is. In some of the places Gavin and I have been, there are only singers. I never was a fan of that. I would much prefer a lute, a drum, even a mandola, to hearing singers all by themselves. It’s easier to dance to.”

      Gavin glanced over to him. “I’m not doing that much dancing,” he said.

      “What do you think your fighting is?” Jessica asked.

      He started to laugh, appreciating that she was keeping things light between them. It was the reason he came to the Dragon—at least, most of the time. The tavern should be a place of comfort for him, a place where he didn’t mind being, especially given how much of his time in Yoran had been spent here, but he did feel off.

      “I take it you want some ale?” she said.

      Gavin debated. He wasn’t sure if having a mug of ale was the right idea or not. It was possible that it would cause him to be distracted, and he certainly didn’t want that.

      Jessica smiled at his hesitation. “Do you think you’re going to have to work tonight?”

      “I’ve already worked,” he said.

      “Ale it is, then.”

      Jessica turned away and stopped at several tables, talking to patrons before heading to the kitchen.

      When Gavin turned back to Wrenlow, his friend was shaking his head.

      “The two of you still haven’t worked all of this out?”

      “I’ve been trying,” Gavin said. “It has been difficult. For me. Not her.”

      “Difficult because you refuse to make it work.”

      “It’s not a matter of refusing.”

      “Really?” Wrenlow asked, flicking his gaze toward the kitchen. “If it’s not you refusing to work things out, then what would you call it?”

      “I suppose I would call it my discomfort,” Gavin said, hating to even admit it.

      “It’s because you cared about her.”

      “I never said I didn’t.”

      “It’s not that,” Wrenlow said. “It’s more that you really cared. Not just as a friend.”

      Gavin sat back, looking at the mug of ale sitting on the table in front of Wrenlow. “I’m not sure that’s it,” he said.

      “You can tell yourself whatever it takes.”

      Jessica returned, holding a tray on one hip, and she nodded to one of the mugs on the tray. “I’m going to need you to help me.”

      Gavin grabbed the mug and placed it on the table. “It looks like business has picked up.”

      “Business is generally pretty good,” she agreed. “Well, I can’t deny that I occasionally miss the days when things were a little quieter. It was easier, even if I didn’t make quite as much.”

      Wrenlow smiled. “When Gavin had terrorized your tavern—”

      Gavin shot him a hard look. “Thanks.”

      He chuckled. “See? Now he’s terrorizing me.”

      “Gavin enjoys his terror,” Jessica said.

      She regarded him for a long moment, and there was something almost knowing in her eyes.

      She had been the person he’d grown closest to within the city, other than Wrenlow. As much as he might have tried to deny that there had been a connection between the two of them, there most certainly had been. And it was a connection he’d betrayed by letting her go.

      Of course, in Gavin’s mind, he was always going to have to let end things. They were a relationship of convenience, but he had always intended to keep moving, and had never expected that he would linger in Yoran.

      Jessica had begun to think otherwise. Gavin had made her feel that way, though. With everything they had dealt with, the longer he had stayed, the easier it was for Jessica to start to think that he would remain.

      It was more than that, even. More and more, it was easier for Gavin to start to think that he would stay too. It had gotten to the point where he had believed that maybe he could settle here, find a way to make it a home—something he never had given any thought to before, but now…

      Now he knew the truth about himself.

      Knowing that, he realized there wasn’t anything he could do differently. Knowing that, Gavin recognized that he had to keep trying to understand his role—what it meant for him and what he was supposed to be.

      “You do know that I’m always here for you still,” she said, offering him a firm gaze. He breathed out in a long sigh. “You didn’t do anything to me, Gavin. Nothing that I didn’t know was coming, anyway. And I want you to be well. Especially with everything you’ve done to help the city. I want Yoran to succeed, and that means that you have to succeed.”

      She swept her gaze around the tavern before looking back at him. Was that disappointment in her eyes?

      “I think Gaspar and Imogen will be swinging by later,” she told him.

      Gavin needed to spend a little time with Imogen, especially after what had happened with the Leier. He had questions for her.

      “If you see them, let them know that I would like to talk,” he said.

      Jessica’s brow furrowed. “How you typically talk?” She nodded to his sheathed sword, her brow arched slightly.

      “Not entirely like that,” he said. “I have questions for them.”

      “I know how your questions tend to end up,” she said.

      “Gaspar and Imogen are my friends.”

      “You keep that in mind, Gavin Lorren. Don’t you go making them think they’re now a target of yours.”

      Gavin chuckled. “I have no idea what would happen if Gaspar were ever a target. Or Imogen, for that matter.”

      “It wouldn’t end well,” Jessica said, shaking her head.

      She turned away before Gavin had the opportunity to figure out which of them it wouldn’t end well for. Gaspar was a thief, and though he had been a constable, he wasn’t a fighter, but there had always been something about him that Gavin couldn’t quite figure out. He hadn’t proven it yet, but Gavin still remained convinced that Gaspar must have some enchanter ability. In his mind, all the constables did. It was more than that, though. It was what he had seen from Gaspar in the time they’d worked together. Sometimes it seemed like it was only because of the enchantments he carried, but there were other times when he seemed more talented than any enchanted individual could be.

      “Gavin?” Wrenlow said.

      He shook his head and looked back over to him. “Sorry about that,” he said.

      “You’re sorry about what? That you look lost in thought while you’re sitting here talking to me, or that you left your ale untouched? Gods, Gavin. Jessica’s ale isn’t going to drink itself.”

      Gavin chuckled, and he took a long drink, sitting back and leaning against the booth. “What did you mean about the champion, anyway?”

      “It’s just that I’ve heard rumors about it,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin frowned. He set the mug of ale down, and he wiped his sleeve across his mouth. “When we’re involved, rumors have a way of not always being favorable.”

      “When we’re involved, rumors have a way of being rumors,” Wrenlow said, shrugging. “That may be all this is. I hear stories, and I try to piece them together.”

      He shifted and pulled out his book. It was one of many different journals Wrenlow kept on him, and Gavin found him taking notes most of the time, about things he had heard, places they had been. He was constantly piecing together snippets of conversation, rumors, and stories that all went together into the pattern that became something greater.

      “And?” Gavin said.

      “And… I don’t know.” Wrenlow shook his head. “It might just be nothing. But if it is something, you need to be careful with it.”

      “Anything that deals with the El’aras means I have to be careful.”

      Wrenlow took a drink and started flipping through his book. “Do you really think you could be full El’aras?”

      “You’re asking that now?”

      “You’ve been spending a lot of time with them.”

      “I haven’t been, though,” Gavin said. “Anna had to deal with things on her end, and I’ve been working with the constables to secure the city. This was the first time I had any time with her recently, and it turned out like this.”

      “Fine. You haven’t been spending all that much time with them, though I think you want to.”

      Gavin sat back, and he took a long drink. “I can’t deny that,” he said softly.

      “Just because you have a beautiful woman doesn’t mean you need to go and shut your mind down.”

      “As if you’re one to talk.”

      Wrenlow offered a half smile. “Olivia is… well, pretty amazing, Gavin. Now that the enchanters have more freedom in the city, I’ve found that it’s hard for me to have as much time with her as I want to, but I do appreciate that she doesn’t have to hide. And I’m grateful that she doesn’t have to worry about what would happen if she were to reveal her magic.”

      Gavin nodded. “Good changes.”

      “I know you don’t talk to the enchanters all that much.” When Gavin arched a brow, Wrenlow shrugged. “I think I’ve seen Zella more than you have, ever since everything happened with them. But they appreciate what you did. They recognize that without you, and without your influence, they would not have the measure of freedom they do.”

      “I think it would’ve happened eventually.”

      Wrenlow frowned, and he looked down at his book. “I don’t know if it would have. Think about it. Two decades. That’s a long time for there to be no change.”

      “It is,” Gavin said. “But eventually, magic would have worked its way out.”

      “Eventually. But maybe not.”

      Gavin took a drink of his ale as he wondered whether or not it would’ve happened. In places he had been, other cities where magic had been suppressed, it was never suppressed indefinitely. That was the thing about magic. It tended to crop back up, to explode. Those magical users who were forced to hide what they could do always found ways to work, to reach for their power. Somebody who had the ability to use magic would not hide it indefinitely.

      “I am going to have to learn what it means,” he said. “I don’t really know. Not yet. And from what I’ve seen, there is something significant there. Maybe significant for me.”

      It might even be something tied to the reason that Tristan had ended up guiding him toward the city. At least, as far as he could tell, Tristan had been the one to influence Cyran, pulling the strings to lead Gavin to Yoran.

      He still didn’t know what role Tristan had in all of this, if any.

      He continued to attribute intention to what Tristan had done, and Gavin no longer knew if that was reasonable of him. Tristan might have simply caught on to the fact that there was magic involved in other places, not that there was anything more to Yoran. If he had…

      Then Gavin needed to know.

      He looked across the table, studying the book Wrenlow was flipping through. “Anna intends something for me.”

      “You can just ask her,” Wrenlow said.

      “Asking her and getting an answer are very different matters.”

      “The El’aras don’t hide things from you. Ever since you’ve known you were at least part El’aras, they’ve wanted to pull you in.”

      Gavin chuckled, though he hesitated as well. He had felt the pull of the El’aras from the time he had first met Anna. She was the Risen Shard, after all, and though he didn’t know what that meant for her—or for him, for that matter—he was increasingly certain that she was more than she had let on. He had seen it in her fighting prowess, and the power she commanded.

      He smiled and sighed. “I’m not so sure it’s been as simple as that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because while the El’aras might have been sharing with me what they’ve been doing, they also haven’t been telling me everything I truly need to know. It’s more like they have shared what they think I need to know.”

      “Sort of like how you have with me?” Wrenlow flashed a grin.

      “You know that’s not the case.”

      The door opened, and Gavin glanced over. A young couple strode in, the man with his arm around the woman, and they took a seat at a table. They were happy. He could see it on their faces. The young man beamed, and when Jessica swung by, he looked over to the other woman, her golden hair gleaming in the crackling firelight. He waited for her to order before ordering for himself, and at no time did he ever take his eyes off of her.

      “Is there something wrong with him?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Not suspicious.”

      Gavin’s natural skepticism was getting the best of him, and he knew it. Probably more so than it once had. These days, everybody seemed suspicious to him. Maybe that was healthy, or maybe that was simply how he’d been trained to see everybody. A threat.

      It was one more thing that his time within Yoran had started to change for him. He needed to stop viewing everyone and everything as a threat—and had done so to a certain extent with his friends.

      So far, he had needed those friends. He wouldn’t have been able to withstand anything they had faced otherwise. He had needed Wrenlow from the very beginning, but increasingly, he had needed Gaspar, Imogen, and even Jessica.

      That wasn’t the end of it, though. There were people he had come to know and work with, who served in much different roles than he did. The constables, including Davel Chan, had been helpful in ways Gavin had not expected. The enchanters had proven critical for him, providing protections and transportation and even a measure of friendship.

      He had to stop looking at everybody with the same level of distrust.

      As he eyed the couple, he had no intention of telling Wrenlow what the real issue was. It was more his own concern, a concern that he would never really be able to have what this couple did. That he had never been able to have that. That in all the time he had worked with Tristan, Gavin had come to feel as if he had to be hard and cold, that he could not be warm and welcoming. He could never come to know that kind of affection.

      Maybe that was the challenge Gavin had when coming to the tavern. Seeing Jessica, knowing that what they once had had been easy, comfortable, and maybe the closest thing he’d ever had to a normal relationship. And now it was over.

      Gavin shook those thoughts from his head. “Where is that old fool?” he muttered.

      “What old fool?”

      The voice came from behind him, and Gavin looked over.

      “Dammit, Gaspar.”

      “I heard you were here.”

      “If you would keep your enchantment active, you would know what’s going on.”

      Gaspar reached into his pocket and pulled out the earpiece for the enchantment, before stuffing it back in his pocket. “Why would I want to do that? It tethers me to you.”

      “If we’re going to be a team—”

      “Who said we had to be a team all the time?”

      Gavin sighed. “Something happened.”

      “I’ve heard,” Gaspar said, pushing Wrenlow and taking a seat. “Jessica sent word.”

      “Jessica didn’t know what happened,” Gavin said.

      “She didn’t need to. Sounds like she took one look at you and knew that you were in a pretty bad place. Then again, you always tend to be that way. It’s a good thing you found us when you did.” He glanced over to Wrenlow. “Between the kid and me, we keep you grounded. Can’t have you getting too big of a head. Especially now that you have that magical power that you do.”

      Wrenlow smirked.

      “Now you’re siding with him?” Gavin said, shooting him a glare.

      “Hey, what can I say? I don’t mind it when he doesn’t target me.”

      Gaspar leaned forward, cupping his hands together. “What’s the story?”

      Gavin shared what happened, but it was when he got to the part about the Leier that Gaspar’s eyes widened.

      “You sure about that?” Gaspar asked.

      “I know what I saw.”

      “Sounds like you didn’t see a whole lot of anything.”

      “Fine. I know what I think I saw,” Gavin said. “And I know the Leier were there.”

      “Sounds like if they hadn’t been there, you wouldn’t have gotten away.”

      “Probably not.”

      “If it was a place of El’aras power, they could have been looking for artifacts,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin looked over. “There weren’t any artifacts there.”

      “Not that you saw,” Wrenlow pointed out. “Then again, did Anna have you explore with her?”

      “We were a little bit busy. You know, with the bodies.”

      “Right, but did you see her?”

      Gavin frowned. “Not during the fighting.”

      “What if there were El’aras artifacts she was collecting?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin turned his attention to his ale, taking a long drink. “I don’t think so. If she had been after the El’aras artifacts, I would have known.”

      And he didn’t think she would’ve kept that from him. There were other things she had hidden, aspects of his connection to the El’aras and aspects of what she expected out of him that he didn’t fully understand, but he didn’t think she would have gone snooping around the ruins while he was stuck dealing with the Toral.

      “The kid’s got a point,” Gaspar said.

      “No, he doesn’t,” Gavin said. “Besides, we can go back there. I know how to find it, just beyond the edge of the city. We shouldn’t have much difficulty in reaching it.”

      Wrenlow frowned. “What do you mean that it’s just beyond the edge of the city?”

      “Exactly like I said. We went through some El’aras hall tied to Cyran’s home.” He looked over to Gaspar. “And I think the other sorcerer chambers are also connected.”

      Gaspar frowned. “They are all connected to this place of El’aras power?”

      “Well, you do know the doors that open into those chambers are El’aras.”

      “Unfortunately,” Gaspar said.

      “We didn’t see any Toral when we were there,” Wrenlow said, looking over to Gaspar before turning his attention back to Gavin. “We searched. I mean, we even went in with lanterns and everything.”

      “It was hidden. Anna found it. I didn’t know it was even there.”

      “You said you can find it again?” Gaspar asked.

      “I know where she triggered the doorway,” Gavin said.

      “Triggered?”

      “That’s what she did. She triggered something to open the doorway. I’m not sure what it was, but I saw how she did it.”

      After having seen it, and having felt the way she had pulled on that power, Gavin started to think that he might be able to do something similar.

      “Why don’t we go and take a look after Imogen returns?” Gaspar suggested. He held his gaze on Gavin for a long moment before Gavin nodded.

      Imogen did need to know about the Leier.

      Given what she had been through recently, and now that she had finally completed her bond quest, Gavin knew that Imogen’s intentions in Yoran were different than they had been before. It was possible that she wouldn’t be here for much longer. That didn’t bother him, but it would leave Gaspar alone. That, surprisingly, was what bothered Gavin. The old thief had been working with Imogen when Gavin had met him, and while Gavin had come to learn that the two of them had been searching for the hyadan keystone, along with other enchantments that might harm the city, they had become close friends. What would he do when she left?

      Eventually, Gavin suspected that she would want to leave. In that, the two of them were not all that different.

      “How long do you think she’s going to stay here?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar frowned. “Don’t be asking questions like that, boy.”

      “I think it’s a reasonable question. How long do you think she’ll stay?”

      Gaspar took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Not long,” he said. “When I first came across her, she’d lost the keystone. Now that she’s found it, and her bond quest is complete… Well, I don’t think she’s going to need to be here for much longer.”

      “Does Desarra know how you feel about her?” Wrenlow asked, grinning.

      Gaspar shot him a warning look. “What was that?”

      “Don’t,” Gavin said, shaking his head at Wrenlow.

      “I mean, I was just wondering if Desarra knows how much you care about Imogen,” Wrenlow said. “I wouldn’t want to—”

      He cut off as Gaspar shoved a knife underneath his chin. He flourished it so quickly that even Gavin was startled by the speed. Was Gaspar using an enchantment? It wasn’t one that was visible, though when it came to the enchantments he had on him, it was possible that Gavin wouldn’t be able to see them.

      “What were you saying?” Gaspar said to Wrenlow.

      “What’s going on?” Wrenlow asked, flicking his gaze over to Gavin. “We were just having fun. We were just—”

      “Don’t talk like that,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin shifted, tempted to reach over to Gaspar. Wrenlow was a smart man, but he could be ignorant, as well. “He didn’t know he was doing anything wrong,” he said. “You’ve seen that from him.”

      “I’ve seen the kid make mistakes,” Gaspar growled, “but they’re the kinds of mistakes he can’t make.”

      “He’s still learning.”

      “Learning to be a man?” He glanced over to Gavin, shaking his head. “That’s the problem, then, isn’t it? He’s learning, but he’s learning from you, of all people. It leaves him fucked, is what it does.”

      Gavin glared at him. “He doesn’t need me to learn how to be a man. But maybe you do.”

      Gaspar fingered the knife for a moment before slipping it back into his pocket. “Maybe we’re done here,” he said.

      Gavin grunted. “Maybe we are.”

      Wrenlow looked between them. “What just happened?”

      “A mistake happened,” Gavin said. “And it’s one that won’t happen again.”

      He held Gaspar’s eyes. He couldn’t see anything in them, but he suspected the reaction was because of all the change that had been taking place between Gaspar and Imogen, and the threat that something more would now change.

      “Do you need a drink?” Wrenlow asked Gaspar. “I know Jessica will bring you one, but—”

      “I don’t need a drink,” Gaspar said, turning his attention back to Gavin. “And if you have all this shit to deal with, then you shouldn’t be having a drink either.”

      “A little ale never dulled my senses.”

      “They were already dull to begin with,” Gaspar muttered.

      Jessica swung by the table, and her gaze swept along all three of them. “Now what happened?”

      “Nothing,” Gavin said quickly.

      “I’ve seen that look from the two of you before, and I know the look of confusion on Wrenlow’s face. Something happened.”

      “Gaspar got a little touchy,” Gavin said. “Nothing more than that.”

      “Gaspar does tend to get a little touchy. Especially these days,” Jessica said with a nod. When Gaspar looked up at her, she shrugged. “You do. And Gavin has a tendency to overreact.” She shrugged again. “Maybe he doesn’t see it, but he does. You might be skilled as a fighter, but you’re not always skilled with people. Much like Wrenlow. The boy has one of the sharpest minds I’ve ever seen, and he can piece together puzzles in a way that I can’t even imagine, but he can’t read people.”

      “Hey,” Wrenlow said.

      She smiled, and she grabbed his mug of ale. “Do you want me to fill this up again?”

      Wrenlow grinned. “That would be fantastic, Jessica.”

      “See?” She turned and walked away.

      “That damn woman,” Gaspar said.

      “She has a point,” Gavin said.

      “Of course she has a point. She always does. And she’s not wrong. I tend to get a little touchy.”

      “Really?” Gavin said, taking a drink of ale. He breathed out, letting himself relax after being worried that things were going to have to come to blows with Gaspar. “Whatever makes you think that?”

      “Watch it.”

      “Which enchantment do you have on you?”

      Gaspar’s brow furrowed. “What enchantment? What makes you think I need one?”

      Gavin tried to keep his face neutral. If Gaspar wasn’t using an enchantment, then it meant the speed came from him naturally.

      It made him once again question whether Gaspar had any hidden talents that he didn’t acknowledge. Perhaps he didn’t even know about them. Gavin certainly hadn’t known that he had magic until the realization had been forced on him.

      “Are we going to talk about what happened?” Wrenlow asked.

      “No,” Gavin and Gaspar said at the same time.

      Wrenlow blinked. “Then we can talk about what we’re going to do next.”

      “When Imogen gets here,” Gaspar said, leaning back and closing his eyes for a moment.

      “And you don’t want me to tease you about her?” Wrenlow asked.

      “No,” Gavin and Gaspar said at the same time again.

      A shadow moved along the far side of the tavern, and Gavin looked over, staring at it for a few seconds before shaking his head.

      “She’s been here the whole time,” he muttered.

      “Imogen?” Gaspar said.

      Gavin nodded, motioning toward the shadowy form that separated from the dark pools in the corner of the tavern. “Probably waiting to see what we would do.”

      “I doubt that,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin frowned. “Well, if it’s not her, then it’s someone who looks like her.”

      He got to his feet, turning toward the shadow.

      “What is it?” Gaspar asked.

      “Just like I said. If it’s not Imogen, then it’s somebody who looks an awful lot like her.”

      Gavin started toward the shadowy form, already unsheathing his sword.

      Behind him, he heard Gaspar groan.
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      Gavin kept his gaze on the figure in front of him. They had been hiding in the dark pools near the edge of the hearth, staying off to the side, making it difficult for him to see much of anything. He should have known better, should’ve paid enough attention to that form. He had been so focused on the conversation with Gaspar, Wrenlow, and Jessica that he’d been too distracted to notice.

      There’s too much about the city that distracts me.

      He forced those thoughts out of his mind, keeping his focus on the Leier in front of him. He was certain that was what it was.

      The timing was suspect, though.

      First the sorcerers outside the city, then the Toral attack with the Leier. Now this?

      With the El’aras sword unsheathed, he forced a bit of his core reserves through it, letting that power cause the blade to glow with a pale-blue light. He approached the shadowy form, and the people sitting at the table nearest were oblivious.

      “Move,” Gavin snapped.

      It was the young couple, and the man looked up at him, grinning. When he saw the sword, the grin faded. He leapt up from his seat, as if to block Gavin from getting to the woman with him.

      “Dammit, man,” Gavin said, and he gave the other man a quick shove toward the woman. “I’m not here for you.”

      The man raised his arms to defend himself. “I have no interest in getting in your way.”

      Gavin pushed him again, and he went stumbling away.

      He approached the Leier, who turned toward him. Something made it difficult for him to see. He pushed even more power through the core reserves and into the blade, and it burst with blue light. The shadowy form tried to move, but Gavin blocked them from going anywhere.

      “I don’t think so,” Gavin said.

      “Where’s Imogen Inaratha?” the man asked in a deep voice.

      Gavin chuckled. “I’m not going to share anything with you, but if you’d like to sit down and have a mug of ale with us, then you certainly may.”

      The figure remained standing, though there was a twitchiness to him as his fingers moved closer to his weapon. Gavin studied him, sizing him up to decide how much of a threat he might be. Twitchy tended to indicate speed, which he could handle. Somebody like this didn’t look like they had strength, but they might have enchantments that granted it—even ones that worked through the protections around the city.

      That would be harder for him to handle.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “You won’t like what happens.” The figure glared at him, and Gavin shrugged. “Like I said. You won’t like what happens.”

      The man darted toward him, and Gavin brought his blade around, flowing in the form that he had memorized from the Leier. It was one he had learned from sparring with Imogen, and it came back to him quickly, easily. As he flowed through the movement, a slender blade appeared out of the shadows, sweeping toward him.

      It amazed him just how well the person had been able to hide himself in the shadows. As soon as Gavin could see him clearly, he recognized the stature of the Leier. He was slender, much like Imogen, and had black hair, dark eyes, and olive skin.

      He swung his blade around, connecting with Gavin’s, which began a dance between the two of them.

      Gavin immediately knew this man was skilled.

      Were it not for the fact that he had a sword, Gavin might have preferred hand-to-hand combat, but he didn’t dare give the man the advantage of having a weapon.

      “Where did you learn to fight like this?” the man asked.

      “I’d ask you the same thing, but you aren’t going to live long enough to get the answer out.”

      Gavin swept his sword in the flowing movement of the Leier, following the patterns he’d memorized. As he danced through them, he considered adding other techniques to the Leier forms, but he didn’t think he could do so very easily. There was a certain fluid energy to the way the Leier fought, and mixing patterns together was challenging. In this case, Gavin thought it might actually be dangerous.

      He wanted to keep the man pinned up against the wall. He didn’t want to give him an opportunity to get away, or to move out into the open and cause any trouble for those in the tavern.

      “Why are you here?” Gavin asked.

      “You will tell me who taught you the sacred art,” the man said, ignoring the question.

      “The sacred art?” He frowned, shaking his head. “What’s so sacred about fighting?”

      “It is not just fighting.”

      Gavin chuckled, and he twisted, bringing his blade around just as the man attempted to catch him in his back. Gavin spun and added a hint of his power through the sword.

      “You know what, you might be right,” he said.

      The man was forced back. He slipped around Gavin, heading toward one of the tables.

      Gavin growled. “Oh no you don’t.”

      He pushed a bit of power through his core reserves, and he flipped, landing on the table in front of the man. He continued to flow through the movements of the Leier forms, then kicked, adding a little of his own flair to it. He tumbled as he tried to duck out of the way of a sharp strike from the man.

      Gavin knew that Jessica might be angry with him for jumping up on her table, but she would be angrier if she knew that he had let somebody hurt one of her customers.

      He twisted around, driving his blade toward the man.

      Gavin was quick, but the other man was equally fast.

      Could he be enchanted?

      He wasn’t sure if that would even be necessary, and he didn’t know if the Leier’s own intrinsic magic permitted them to use it against others. Perhaps he was some sort of enchanted swordsman, or perhaps he was magical in his own way.

      Gavin added power from the ring. As the man’s sword came toward him, he thought his magic would hold, but the sword carved through it, forcing Gavin to twist at the last second and barely avoid the bite of the blade on his arm.

      So much for using his core reserves in that way.

      His magic should have held, but then again, Gavin had seen the Leier taking down sorcerers.

      The man dove underneath him and scrambled toward the far side of the tavern. Gavin raced after him, but the Leier reached the door, threw it open, and ran outside before Gavin could get there.

      By the time Gavin pulled the door open, he was gone.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled one of the paper ravens out, then tapped on it. It unfolded quickly in his hand, and Gavin whispered to it, sending a bit of power through him. “I need to see what you see.”

      The raven spread its paper wings and took to the air, swiftly circling above.

      In the back of his mind, Gavin stared down at Yoran. The city spread out below him, and though it was dark, the raven’s enchanted eyesight allowed him to make out the streets far better than even he would have been able to do in the darkness.

      The city was comforting from above, calm. He scanned the streets but saw nothing. The man was missing, and it seemed as if there was no real overwhelming presence of magic here that Gavin could detect.

      “You can return,” he whispered.

      The raven soared back down and landed on his shoulder. Gavin tapped on it, and the bird folded back up so that he could slip it into his pocket. When he returned to the tavern, there was silence inside.

      Jessica stood in the kitchen doorway, watching.

      “That one wasn’t my fault,” he said.

      “I have never seen fighting like that,” a man said from one of the tables. He was an older man with graying blond hair, and he was missing a few of his teeth.

      Gavin ignored him and strode past, looking over to Jessica. “You have to know that this one wasn’t my fault,” he repeated.

      “I know,” she said.

      “I only reacted. I wasn’t trying to cause problems for you or the tavern.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      “And you’re not mad?”

      Jessica looked around before turning her attention back to him. “I’m mad that it happened, but I’m happy you were here.” She took a deep breath, wiping her hands down her dress, and she turned to the rest of her tavern. “It seems the danger has been mitigated. My friend has provided the protection he promised.”

      People watch them for a few moments, then gradually returned to their conversations.

      Gavin inhaled slowly, and he let it out, looking all around the Dragon. There was something wrong here. It was more than just the attack.

      He headed back to the table, sliding back into his seat.

      Gaspar frowned at him. “You’ve been working with Imogen.”

      “I have,” Gavin said.

      “You picked up her skill quite quickly.”

      “That’s sort of my thing.”

      “I’m just surprised.”

      “Surprised that I can learn?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar shrugged. “If you want to put it that way.”

      “I’ve always had a knack for fighting styles. They just stay with me.”

      “This is more than a knack,” Gaspar said, shaking his head. “Imogen told me her people train to fight from the earliest days.”

      “I know,” Gavin said.

      “You do, but you also managed to handle somebody who probably would’ve posed a challenge to her.”

      “Maybe, but maybe not. I’ve seen Imogen fight, and I know that while this man has some talent, he isn’t the most talented of the Leier.” Gavin took a long drink of his ale, and he stared straight ahead. “I think we have to have a difficult conversation with her. I know she doesn’t want to be a part of anything with her people anymore, but it seems they’re coming for her.”

      Imogen had revealed more about herself recently than she had before, but there were still aspects of who she had been before she came to Yoran that Gavin didn’t know. And maybe he couldn’t know. He knew better than to push her too hard on certain elements of this as well. She had earned that right to privacy.

      But if the Leier were coming after sorcerers—and after Imogen—then they owed it to themselves, and to the protection of the city, to ensure that they knew all they could about what they might have to face. It made the most sense, especially as Gavin learned more about the dangers of the abilities others like Imogen possessed.

      He looked over to Gaspar, who was frowning.

      “You don’t like this,” Gavin said.

      “How can I?”

      “You’ve known her the longest.”

      “And that’s why I don’t like it.” He breathed out slowly, letting out a long and heavy sigh. “When she first came here, I offered her whatever protection and help I could, so that she could find the answers she needed.” He shook his head. “I hadn’t expected that I would have to be the one to dig into her past.”

      “Then don’t dig. Just ask.”

      Gaspar raised an eyebrow. “Now you’re the one giving me advice?”

      “If you need it,” Gavin said with a shrug.

      Gaspar grunted, looking for a moment as if he wanted to say something more, before turning away and glancing toward Jessica.

      She strode over to them, a tray tucked under one arm, a towel on her shoulder, frowning deeply at Gavin. “Do you care to tell me what that was about?”

      “That was about Imogen,” Gavin said when Gaspar didn’t look as if he was going to answer. “Something’s going on with her, something I don’t know, and Gaspar doesn’t want to talk about it.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to talk about it,” Gaspar said. “It’s more that I don’t know anything.”

      Gavin took another drink of ale. “You know something.”

      “Why don’t we just ask her?” Wrenlow said, nodding to the door.

      Gavin turned and saw Imogen making her way in. The hood was pulled up on her dark cloak, some of her inky black hair spilling out around her shoulders. Beneath her cloak, Gavin could barely make out the hilt of the sword she carried with her. There was something dangerous in the way she walked that told him she was ready to reach for her blade at any moment.

      “Something happened?” she said, looking at each of them. She pushed the hood of her cloak back, and she stood almost as if ready for an attack.

      “Take a seat,” Gaspar said.

      Imogen looked over to Jessica and nodded, and Jessica turned.

      “Do the two of you have some sort of silent communication?” Wrenlow asked.

      “All women do,” Gaspar muttered.

      “Is that true?”

      Gaspar rolled his eyes. “Come on, kid.”

      “I just—”

      “What happened?” Imogen asked.

      “One of the Leier was here,” Gaspar said, nodding to the far side of the room. “Took on Gavin there.”

      “If they took on Gavin, they would be dead,” Imogen said.

      Gavin shrugged. “He was skilled.”

      “Skill doesn’t mean that you couldn’t take them down,” she said. “I’ve seen you handle sorcerers.”

      Ever since returning from her lands, she had been more verbose than before. Gavin didn’t know if he preferred her quieter, or like this.

      “It is not quite so straightforward,” he said. “I don’t know anything about the person who attacked, but I recognized his skill.” He turned to face her. “He had skill that rivaled yours.”

      She frowned. “Really?”

      Gaspar leaned forward. “I told him he was wrong, that there weren’t many of the Leier who would rival your skill, but you know how he can be.” He shot Gavin a look, daring him to question it. “He seems to think that he knows your fighting style better than most.”

      “He does,” Imogen said softly. She sat back, resting her hands on the table, staring straight ahead. “Something else happened.”

      Gavin nodded. “That wasn’t the first Leier I’ve seen recently.” He told her about the encounter with the sorcerers and about how the Leier had come to his aid and taken on the attackers. As he shared the details, Imogen’s expression darkened more and more, to the point where she frowned, with frustration written on her face.

      “And you are sure these are my people? The Twelve of the Muvarth have returned, so they would not have been here.”

      Her gaze drifted to the door, and Gavin couldn’t read the look in her eyes, but he could guess how she had to be feeling. Was it disappointment? Concern? Perhaps a mixture.

      “Why? They came here before,” Wrenlow said.

      “They came because I asked them to. And because they were responsible for releasing the hyadan.” Her hands twitched, and Gavin could almost imagine her trying to reach for her blade. “They would not have returned. They have much to resolve before they do anything else.”

      Considering what Gavin had seen in Loruv before they’d returned to Yoran, he understood. The Twelve had whatever issue they still had to deal with regarding the sorcerers. And they had to ensure that no one else within the city would betray them.

      Gavin leaned back, twisting so that he could sit on the bench and keep his gaze on Imogen, trying to come up with the right way to ask the question he needed to.

      “I think they are from your homeland.”

      Imogen regarded him for a long moment. “It’s possible.” She frowned tightly, and there was a bit of darkness in her eyes. “Others of my people take on a bond quest, much like I did.”

      “You think this could be somebody else’s quest?”

      She nodded slowly. “Perhaps. And if so…”

      She didn’t finish, and he wondered if there was something more to it still.

      “We need to find them,” Gavin said.

      Imogen sat quietly.

      “Do you have some way of doing so?” Gaspar asked.

      “Alana gave me these paper ravens I can use. If I enchant them with just enough power, they can scout for us.”

      “No,” Imogen said. She took a deep breath, letting it out steadily, and she looked from Gavin to Gaspar. “I think it is time. I have been here long enough, and if my people have decided to start taking action without permission, then it is time.”

      “What does that mean?” Wrenlow asked. “What is time?”

      “Quiet,” Gavin said.

      “If you know what it is, then tell me.”

      “It means she’s leaving,” Gavin whispered.

      Imogen nodded. “I came to the city because I needed to complete my quest. I had to remove the threat of the hyadan. That has been done, so my quest is complete.” The tone of her voice made it seem like she was troubled. Distraught, almost. “Now I must find another purpose. Now I must return.”

      “Are you sure you want to?” he asked.

      She sniffed and leaned forward. “Want? There is no want when it comes to this. There is duty and responsibility. I was trained to follow that, to ensure that my people survived. Thrived. And because of that, I know what I must do.”

      “I could go with you,” Gaspar said.

      “This is something I must do myself,” Imogen said, shaking her head. “I know that you want to protect me. I know that is all you have ever wanted to do, and you have done more than I could ever have asked. You have been a friend.”

      There was something in the way she said it that caught Gavin’s attention, telling him that friends mattered more to her than to most others. Maybe he and Imogen were more alike than he had ever known.

      “We can both go,” Gavin said. “If you need the help, then—”

      “It sounds as if you are needed as well,” she said, nodding down to the ring he had on his finger. “And far be it from me to keep you from your responsibilities.”

      “I make my own responsibilities.”

      “Do you?” she asked.

      Gavin didn’t have an answer, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure that there was anything for him to say. He sat back and took a long drink of his ale, staring straight ahead.

      “Then we drink to you,” he said.

      Imogen nodded. “Then we drink.”

      Gavin glanced at Gaspar and recognized the emotion his eyes. Sadness. Loss.

      It was why he had reacted toward Wrenlow the way he had. He’d known what she would do.

      “We drink,” Gaspar finally said, tipping back his mug of ale and gulping it down.

      Jessica came by and dropped a mug in front of Imogen. “What’s going on?”

      Gavin glanced from Imogen to Gaspar, and then up to Jessica. She frowned, and he could tell that she was aware of something. Always so intuitive.

      “We’re celebrating,” Gavin said.

      “Celebrating? It looks more like a funeral.”

      “We’re celebrating,” he said again. “Imogen is going to return to her home, and to her people.”

      Jessica’s eyes widened. “That means—”

      “That means I must find a new place for myself among my people,” Imogen said. She locked eyes with Gavin before turning to Gaspar. “With my quest completed, I now must return to see what my people need from me.”

      Gavin leaned forward, resting his hands on the table. “Why do I get the sense you don’t want that?”

      She was quiet for a few moments. “I’ve been gone a long time,” she said softly. “I fulfilled my responsibility. I have served my people. But now…”

      Gaspar clapped her on the shoulder, nodding to her.

      “What is it?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin shot him a look, but it seemed as if Wrenlow ignored it or remained oblivious.

      “Well?” Wrenlow asked again.

      Gavin turned to Imogen. “You don’t have to go.” When Imogen looked over to him, meeting his gaze, he shrugged slightly. “You have a place here. A team.”

      “Do you intend to stay?”

      Everything within Gavin went cold.

      “I don’t know,” he said after a delay.

      It was an honest answer, and he figured that everybody with him deserved that honesty, but it was still difficult for him. With everything he continued to learn, he felt as if he needed to better understand himself. He wouldn’t be able to do that here.

      “And I don’t know if I can, for much the same reason,” she said.

      Gavin lifted his mug. “Then we drink. We celebrate. And we prepare for what we must do.”

      Imogen tipped her head slightly to him, but she couldn’t hide the sadness that lingered in her eyes.
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      The hallway underneath the ground was dark, and though Gavin pressed power out through himself and through the El’aras dagger, the glowing blue light was barely enough to illuminate everything in front of him. The rest of the tunnels were darkened, and as Gavin peered off into the distance, he could make out nothing more. No energy there, for which he was thankful, though he had come prepared this time. He had two stone golems with him, ready for the possibility that he would need to use them to defend himself. And Wrenlow, for that matter.

      “Why do you look so jumpy?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Because I know what happened last time I was here,” Gavin said, holding his hand up to the section of the wall where the door would appear. Although he had no idea whether or not he could make it show up.

      “If you’re so concerned about it, then why don’t we just come back with Anna?”

      Gavin grunted. “Let’s just say that I feel like there are things I need to find here that I won’t necessarily find with Anna. Besides, I would much rather see what you might uncover. Aren’t you curious about what’s here?”

      “I’m not saying I’m not curious,” Wrenlow answered. “It’s just that you and this El’aras woman have a strange relationship.”

      “I know,” Gavin said.

      He still didn’t understand everything he had seen the last time he was here, nor did he understand everything Anna said about this prophecy. But the fact of the matter was that she believed in it. It meant something to her, which meant that he had to be prepared for what she was keeping from him.

      “I’d just like to see what else she hasn’t revealed,” he said softly.

      “Maybe there wasn’t anything for her to reveal.”

      “Or maybe there was, and she didn’t want to share it with me,” Gavin said.

      Wrenlow smirked. “You see conspiracies everywhere, don’t you?”

      “Mostly because I’ve been caught up in them.”

      He turned his attention back to the wall and held out one hand, the dagger in the other. Power began to fill him as he focused on his core reserves, and energy began to bubble up from deep within him. He pushed it up and let it flow out through every part of him, stretching from his fingertips. He didn’t think he needed to use a pattern the way Anna had, but if he did, Gavin didn’t know if he would have the necessary knowledge to perform the pattern.

      “There’s no door here,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin paced, tracing the wall gently with his hand for a few moments. “There has to be some way for me to get in here,” he said. “I just have to think of it.”

      “You know what Gaspar would say about a comment like that.”

      “You aren’t Gaspar, are you.”

      “You’ve gotten grumpy,” Wrenlow said.

      “I’m bringing you along, aren’t I?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means…” Gavin shook his head. “It means nothing. Just let me focus. I don’t know exactly what I have to do. I’m trying to remember what I saw Anna do.”

      “And I’m telling you there’s no doorway here,” Wrenlow said.

      “Maybe not now, but there will be.”

      Wrenlow shuffled down the hall. Gavin knew he should be grateful that Wrenlow had come along with him, but he needed some space to operate.

      Wrenlow knew him as well as anyone did these days, but Gavin was starting to sense that the opposite wasn’t true. With everything Wrenlow had been doing, and all the time he spent with Olivia, Gavin had begun to feel as if he no longer knew his friend the way he had before. He wasn’t the helpless young man Gavin had rescued all that time ago. He wasn’t a kid, regardless of what Gaspar claimed. Now he had a budding confidence, but more than that, he was starting to have a purpose.

      What was Gavin’s purpose?

      He pushed those thoughts away. They did no good here. All they did was distract him.

      Instead, he had to figure out some way to reach the doorway he knew was here. Anna had some secret to it, and Gavin was determined to figure out just what she knew so that he could re-create it. He wanted to get inside and see what she was keeping from him.

      It had to do with his El’aras connection. The core reserves. The magic within him.

      He pushed power out and focused on the wall. There was a trick to it, only Gavin wasn’t sure what that trick was. He should’ve paid better attention to Anna when she had been using her magic. As he focused on the wall, trying to remember what she had done, a flash of memory came to him.

      It was enough. Just enough.

      And he used that to recognize how he was going to need to open the doorway the same way Anna had.

      There.

      He could feel it taking hold. There was no trick to it. It was simply a matter of focusing enough energy on the wall.

      Without meaning to, Gavin had poured power out through the ring. These days, he had started to use the ring more than he intended.

      Gradually, the contours of the doorway opened again, creating a pale-blue line of light that allowed him to see the door itself. The El’aras writing on the door began to form, and though Gavin couldn’t read it, he knew it had some meaning.

      Wrenlow pushed up against him, staying at his shoulder, and he started whispering.

      “What are you doing?” Gavin asked.

      “I’m interpreting this,” Wrenlow said. “That’s why you brought me, isn’t it?”

      “I brought you because you’re my partner.”

      Wrenlow frowned deeply. “I think we both know you’d rather have Gaspar with you, but he’s off moping about Imogen and not going to be a whole lot of use.”

      “That’s not true,” Gavin said.

      “What? That Gaspar wouldn’t be of much use?”

      “Well, that part is, but it’s not true that I would rather have had Gaspar.”

      “You don’t have to pretend otherwise,” Wrenlow said. “You’ve changed since we came to the city.”

      Gavin nodded. “I think we’ve all changed since we came here.”

      “We have, but you’ve changed the most. I’d like to think I didn’t have to do quite as much to change.”

      Gavin regarded Wrenlow and considered saying something more about how much he’d changed, but perhaps Wrenlow didn’t see it the same way. He was more confident than before. Capable. No longer as jumpy as he’d been.

      And Gavin had changed. He knew he had.

      Finally, he chuckled. “What does it say?”

      “I’m working through it,” Wrenlow said. “From what I can tell so far, it’s basically a warning that tells us we need to be careful opening it. Order of… something. Certain death. That sort of thing.” Wrenlow looked over to Gavin, and he shrugged. “Of course, knowing that this is an El’aras door, I would’ve expected that we would need to be careful anyway, but with this warning…”

      “You can’t tell me you’re getting scared off from opening the magical door to nowhere because of some spooky sign,” Gavin said.

      “Spooky El’aras sign,” Wrenlow retorted. “And yes. I very much am.”

      Gavin laughed. “This isn’t even what I wanted you to interpret.”

      “I’m worried about what’s inside here, especially given what you went through and what that suggests. There’s something more about power here.” Wrenlow shrugged. “And to be honest, I have no idea what it is, or what it might be, or what I should do about it.”

      “You just come with me,” Gavin said. “I imagine that you have plenty of enchantments on you at this point.”

      Wrenlow held his arm up, and he shook it. Five bracelets adorned his wrist, along with several rings on each finger. Most were made out of wood, though several were metal, and on each of them were the spiraling patterns that created the enchantments. The bracelets and the rings were unremarkable until the magic was added to them, changing not only the appearance but the hue of the wood and metal, turning them into something almost decorative rather than functional.

      “Of course I do. You don’t think I would come to some terrifying El’aras place without enchantments, do you?”

      “I suppose I didn’t,” Gavin said.

      Wrenlow laughed.

      Gavin pushed even more power out from him through the door, testing whether there was any way he could open it. He could feel something within the door itself starting to shift. Then it swung open.

      “It’s dark,” Wrenlow whispered.

      “Not for long,” Gavin said.

      “It smells funny.”

      “Maybe that’s you.”

      “That’s not it. It’s just that…” Wrenlow frowned, cocking his head to the side, and he took a deep breath. “Tell me you can smell that.”

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t smell anything.”

      “I don’t know how you can’t,” Wrenlow said. “It’s so obvious.”

      “Maybe to you, but not to me.”

      “It’s sort of musty, but there’s a hint of pungent spice here. Almost like there’s a rotting fruit, or something that’s trying to grow in the darkness.” Wrenlow wrinkled his nose. “I can’t believe you don’t notice it. You should just keep sniffing.”

      Gavin took a deep breath and let it out, and he didn’t smell anything, though he wondered if maybe there really was something here he couldn’t pick up on. There was a possibility it was something only a non-El’aras would be able to detect.

      He started forward, and Wrenlow caught his wrist. “I don’t like this,” Wrenlow said.

      “I’ve been here before. There’s nothing worrisome here.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. This was an El’aras place, and he had felt the energy and power of it before. He traced his fingers along the wall, continuing to pour power out from himself. Letters formed on the wall as he did.

      Wrenlow looked over to him, and he frowned. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just touching the wall.”

      “You’re tracing some sort of strange pattern as you do it.”

      Gavin glanced at his hand, and he realized he was twisting his fingers in a similar pattern that Anna had done.

      He frowned. “I shouldn’t have been able to memorize it that quickly,” he said.

      “Memorize what?”

      “The pattern Anna had been using when she was here before.”

      “Well, aren’t you the one who said that you have some ability with picking up fighting styles?”

      Gavin frowned again as he looked at his fingers, noticing the way he was twisting them. He could sense something about it—not just a familiarity, but something right about it. He could feel the power pouring out, mixing with what he was adding. Gavin linked it together, creating more of a pattern. The wall began glowing with a blue light.

      “It’s a pattern, no different than the ones you had been trained to learn when you were younger,” Wrenlow said.

      Gavin chuckled. “I’m not so sure Tristan would be thrilled to know he was training me to use magic all along.”

      “How can you be so certain? Consider what you’ve learned about your old mentor. It seems to me he knew exactly what he was doing. He trained you to reach for the core reserves, a part of you that was magic. And maybe this was his way of helping you understand how to learn different spells.”

      Gavin hesitated. He wanted to argue with Wrenlow, but there was a certain logic to what he said. Surprisingly, it even fit. What if that was what Tristan had been doing?

      Gavin had been trying to figure out why Tristan had been willing to train him. Why not simply tell him that he had access to some hidden stores of magic? Unless he was working with Gavin for a purpose.

      “Maybe that’s all it is,” he said.

      “I enjoy this side of you,” Wrenlow said.

      “Which side is that?”

      “The one that’s a bit more uncertain. Most of the time, you’re so confident, but when it comes to this magic you command and your inability to master it, I find it amusing.”

      “I am thrilled I can amuse you.”

      “Don’t take offense to it,” Wrenlow said. “I just want you to know that I appreciate you.”

      Gavin glowered at him. “You appreciate me? You appreciate the fact that I don’t have the same knowledge of magic as I do of fighting, and that it puts us on the same footing.”

      Wrenlow’s eyes widened, and he shook his head hurriedly. “I’m not trying to offend you. I just like it when you’re a little uncertain.” He looked toward the wall. “Maybe that’s a mistake, though. We might need you to know about magic just as much as you know about fighting so that we can understand what is here. Of course, I don’t have access to your mysterious Chain Breaker power.”

      Gavin continued to run his fingers along the wall, tracing the pattern he’d seen Anna using. Had he not been paying attention, he might not have seen it, but if this was all it was, if it was merely a pattern, how was that any different than fighting styles? Gavin had an understanding of those, and he could use that knowledge against others, such as when he fought with the Leier.

      He poured power out from his fingers, feeling the way the energy twisted and twirled with his pattern, swirling out and into the wall. The lettering on the wall began to take shape, and Gavin motioned for Wrenlow to look.

      “You might as well be useful.”

      “I thought I was useful.” Wrenlow grinned, and when Gavin turned a hard-eyed stare to him, he chuckled.

      “Just tell me what you can see.”

      Wrenlow ran his hand along the wall, feeling the lettering. “It is warm. I wonder if you can feel that, or maybe it’s like the smell in the tunnel that you can’t detect.”

      “I can feel a little bit of warmth in the wall,” Gavin said. “I don’t know if it’s because of the magic I’m using, whether it’s the hallway itself, or if it is something else altogether.”

      “What can you detect about it?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin closed his eyes, and he focused. Ever since realizing that he had a true connection to magic, he had started to recognize that he could feel when magic was used around him. It left his skin tingling and cold. There were times when that sensation was much more acute than others, and in this case, Gavin couldn’t detect much of anything. It felt like he was failing.

      Not that Wrenlow would say that.

      Gavin shook his head and sighed.

      “Just try using what you can,” Wrenlow suggested. “Olivia told me how she creates her enchantments. There’s something in the power itself that starts to fill the pattern out.” He held out his bracelets, tracing his finger along one of them. “I asked her about it early on. You push power into the bracelet, and you can form the patterns. At least, she can.”

      Gavin tried to push some of his core reserves out through him. It wasn’t the way Anna described using magic. Hers was intention, power, and control, whereas anything Gavin did seemed to be just a simple explosion of power—with no control.

      “I feel the pattern. Almost as if when I trace it, I think I can feel something more within it,” he said, looking over to Wrenlow.

      “Well, keep working on it, and I’ll see if I can’t figure out anything else.”

      Wrenlow traced his fingers along the wall, and Gavin stayed nearby, watching him.

      “Did she tell you anything about this?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Only that it talked about a prophecy.”

      “Right. A prophecy. What does it say?”

      “It speaks of the champion.”

      “I see that,” Wrenlow said. “But there’s something else here.” He paused in front of one section of the wall and tapped on it, then glanced over to Gavin. “In this place, it mentions something about the El’aras. I can’t tell if it’s talking about a specific El’aras, or if it’s talking about more than one. Their language makes it difficult to know.”

      “And you just learned it,” Gavin said.

      Wrenlow shrugged. “We all have our talents.”

      “Yours is piecing together puzzles.”

      “I think you could do it too, but you prefer to use your skills on patterns and forms and fighting, whereas I prefer to use mine on trying to find information for you, helping you, and…”

      Wrenlow stopped and frowned at the writing.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “Look at this,” Wrenlow said, pausing with his hand over one section of the wall. “It talks about a great war.”

      Gavin nodded. “Anna mentioned that. She said that there was a war between the El’aras. It was ages ago, long before they fought with the sorcerers, and long before they were pushed out of these lands.”

      Wrenlow made his way along the wall, tracing his hand, and he whispered something to himself. It was almost as if he were speaking quietly to somebody only he could hear.

      “Who are you talking to?” Gavin asked.

      Wrenlow looked back at him, flushing slightly. “Nobody. I’m just trying to translate this. Give me a moment.”

      Gavin smiled to himself, appreciating this side of his friend. This was the person he enjoyed seeing, especially in this way. He turned and pressed his hand on the other wall, creating the same pattern and causing the letters to begin to glow as well.

      “It’s on both sides,” Wrenlow said.

      “You didn’t think it would be?”

      “I wasn’t entirely sure. You were only lighting up the one side, so I thought maybe this was the only place it would be. In this case…”

      He cut off as he paused, turning and staring at the other side of the wall. His head was tipped to the side, his mouth wrinkled into a deep frown.

      “Do you know what this says?” he asked.

      Gavin chuckled. “I think we have established that I very much don’t know what this says.”

      “It’s talking about the war. There are different families, of course, as we’ve learned. The El’aras have kept that to themselves, at least until recently. But look at this. All you need to do is keep focusing. I suspect that with your patterns and abilities, you’d work this out eventually, but for now I’m just going to tell you.”

      Wrenlow moved farther along the hall and sat down to study the wall closely. The writing was a smaller script there, the loops not nearly as large as they were near Gavin. It spanned up and down the wall, the strange symbols of the El’aras writing worked into the stone, all of it glowing with the faint blue light.

      “I’ve been reading about the war,” Wrenlow explained. “It sounds like it was pretty brutal. I can’t really make out all the details—”

      Gavin arched an eyebrow. “You can’t?”

      “Have at it, if you want to. I’m doing my best. The fact that I can’t read all of the writing here isn’t my fault. If I had more time to study, and access to several other El’aras texts…” He cocked his head to the side, sweeping his gaze along the wall. “Maybe I don’t even need that. Now that I have this, I could study here. I might be able to break down the language better than I had before—”

      “Wrenlow,” Gavin said.

      “Sorry. I was getting excited.”

      “I’m thrilled you’re excited about the writing on the wall, but you were telling me something.”

      “Right. There was some sort of bloody war, but from what I can tell, the Shard was a part of it. They had to destroy the Shard. That’s how the war ended.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the champion destroyed the Shard.” He looked up at Gavin, holding his gaze on him for a moment. “And now Anna is the Risen Shard, and you are the champion…”

      Gavin froze, staring at the wall. Was that why she hadn’t wanted to share the writings with him? Could that be why she hadn’t wanted him to know anything about the prophecy? She didn’t want him to know what had happened in the past.

      He shook his head. “That doesn’t matter now.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Wrenlow whispered, getting to his feet.

      “Why?”

      “Because this talks about the Shard returning. And when it does, so must the champion.”

      Gavin looked to his hand, to the ring, and he wondered…

      “Oh,” he said, mostly to himself.

      Wrenlow watched him. “Does that mean you’re supposed to kill Anna?”

      Gavin couldn’t. He wouldn’t. But he did need answers.

      He tapped on the enchantment in his ear, looked along the hallway, and frowned.

      “Anna?” he said.

      There was no answer.

      “Anna?”

      Only silence.

      Gavin paced, tracing his fingers along the stone, wiggling them in the same pattern as before. He felt the energy coming out of his fingertips, the way he was pouring it into the stone, causing the glow of the light along the wall to intensify. Without meaning to, he’d been channeling more power out of him, into the stone wall, causing the entire hall to glow.

      “Gavin?”

      He looked over to Wrenlow.

      “Look up.”

      Gavin had been focused on the walls, on his fingers, on the pattern he was tracing and how it had changed the walls.

      He glanced up.

      There were symbols on the ceiling as well.

      “This is different,” Wrenlow said. “Ancient. Older. I can’t even interpret much of it. What I can read refers to… a great dark… demon? Gods, I don’t know. Strength, maybe. It’s different than the other walls.”

      Anna had mentioned something of power that had once been here.

      She hadn’t shared more than that.

      If she’d meant the ring and the sword, she would have said it.

      Which meant something else. More than that, Gavin questioned whether Tristan had been training him for this all along.

      “I think we need to know what it says,” Gavin said. “If I’m the champion, and I’m supposed to defeat the Shard, I need to know why.”
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      Gavin swept his gaze along the streets of Yoran as he paced, though he didn’t see anybody.

      He didn’t really expect to.

      He paused before a storefront. Through the window of the general store, he noticed clothing, pots and pans, and even a section with fabrics, a hodgepodge of items inside. Several customers jostled past him into the store, none of them paying him any mind. There was a time when Gavin would’ve been bothered more by that. He liked to think that with his height, and what he believed was his intimidating presence, that others would avoid him, but they hadn’t.

      He had to stop thinking like that, though. If he was going to stay in Yoran, then he didn’t want to scare people away, at least not unnecessarily.

      But was he going to stay?

      The more he learned about his El’aras connection, the more Gavin began to realize that he could not. Not if he wanted to truly realize who and what he was supposed to be.

      His purpose.

      It seemed to him that everybody around him needed to understand their purpose. Not only him, but Imogen, Wrenlow, and maybe even Gaspar, now that he had helped Imogen finish her task.

      He breathed out heavily. He tapped on the communication enchantment again, trying to get ahold of Anna, but she had gone silent. Maybe she had known that he would return to the hall, read the symbols, and find the truth.

      All of this because he was the champion.

      Gavin glanced over to the bakery next door. The sweet smells drifted to his nostrils, but they felt out of place with how he felt. He didn’t have any interest in going into a shop like that. He was drawn instead to the outskirts of the city.

      This part of the city was much less populated than it was deeper in the city. The buildings were smaller, not hovels, and certainly not a slum as he had seen in Loruv, but simpler. Some were built out of wood, others out of stone, but they were all well maintained. He was vaguely aware of the distant enchantments that were designed to suppress magic, though they no longer affected him as much as they once had.

      His mind continued to wander as he walked. If Anna had known what the champion was destined to do, why had she kept it from him?

      Destined.

      That was the last word Wrenlow had told him before they left the chamber. Gavin was destined—at least, the champion was destined—to defeat the Shard again.

      Gavin shook his head. That wasn’t going to be his fate. He wasn’t going to be the one to hurt Anna.

      What if this had been what Tristan had trained him for all long, knowing Gavin was the champion? That Gavin would need to understand how to draw upon his El’aras abilities, to use his skills to overwhelm some dangerous magical person?

      And what was more, he couldn’t help but wonder if Tristan’s plan would have worked.

      He looked around the city. All of this felt strange now.

      Stranger still was the fact that he had ended up here, of all places—where that hall could be found, where the El’aras prophecy was written on the walls, and where he would see it. Where he had been guided to see it.

      He frowned, stopping in the street, ignoring the people passing by who looked in his direction. He stared off into the distance, trying to piece things together in his mind.

      It was a puzzle, and Wrenlow was better at working through those types of things, but in this case, Gavin couldn’t help but think that he had to be the one to put it together. This was the kind of puzzle where he himself was one of the pieces.

      Tristan had guided him all along. He had been moving him, maneuvering him. Even when it came to Cyran, Tristan had been using him to force Gavin along this path to end up here. Which meant that Tristan had wanted Gavin to think he needed to be the champion.

      What if he was not? What if somebody else was meant to be the champion?

      “Boy?”

      The voice intruded on his pacing.

      “Gaspar?” Gavin looked around, until he realized that the voice had come out of the enchantment. He grunted.

      Gaspar never used the enchantment, not unless he needed to.

      “Is everything all right?” Gavin asked.

      There was a moment of silence, and it seemed to last far longer than Gavin was comfortable with. The enchantment finally crackled again, and Gaspar’s voice came through.

      “You need to get over to the Dragon.”

      There weren’t many times when Gaspar directed him to join him. It meant that whatever was going on was significant.

      “Why?” Gavin asked, already starting to move.

      He hurried through the streets, trying to figure out what the most direct way to reach Gaspar would be.

      “There’s something going on. Just get over here, would you, boy?”

      “I am a little distracted,” Gavin said.

      “You can be distracted all you want, but you need to get here.”

      Gavin frowned. It wasn’t like Gaspar to urge him to come, so he suspected that he truly should. Besides, until he had a chance to talk to Anna—and she had been strangely silent through the enchantment—he wasn’t going to know whether there was anything he could do.

      He ran through the streets, weaving his way through the crowd. He would have expected more of the people around him to get out of his path. Gavin had to force his way through, excusing himself as he went, and finally drew upon his core reserves and pushed outward a little bit. He had no idea if it would work in that way, but it did seem to part the crowd just enough as he weaved through it.

      In the distance, he caught sight of a line of constables marching through the street.

      One of them was Davel.

      When he saw Gavin, Davel hurried over. A pair of constables stood behind him, one of them an enchanter that Gavin vaguely knew. Neither was very tall, though given how short Davel was, it didn’t take much to tower over him. One of the enchanters had an obvious enchantment wrapped around his forearm, a thin, twisted band of metal that squeezed his exposed skin. The other man was dressed in the usual grays of the constables, and Gavin didn’t see any sign of enchantments, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have any on him.

      “Tell me that you are not causing more problems,” Davel said.

      “I’ve been testing the barriers like I promised,” Gavin said. He considered sharing the attack he and Anna had experienced outside Yoran, but since the assailants had been defeated, it didn’t matter anymore. It would only put Davel on edge.

      “Testing, but from what I understand, you’ve continued to use magic within the city.”

      “I’m the Chain Breaker,” Gavin said, trying to keep his distraction from getting the best of him. Davel glared at him. “I used a little, not much more than that. And…”

      There was something Davel might be able to help him with.

      “Are there places that carry older histories of Yoran?” Gavin asked.

      “Why?”

      “Wrenlow was curious. He wants to know more about the city.”

      “That boy sticks his nose everywhere,” he said.

      “That boy does it because I have asked him to try to understand as much of the city as he can,” Gavin said. “And he’s been helpful.”

      “You’ve already seen the archives,” Davel said.

      “I’m looking at something even older than the archives. Something that predates your little war here.”

      Davel arched a brow at him. “Little?”

      “Talking about even before that. Back when—”

      Davel interrupted him by laughing. “You want to know about what it was like when the El’aras were still here?”

      Was I so transparent?

      “I’m trying to understand.”

      Davel arched a brow at him again. “Because you want to know about the El’aras, or because you want to know why they left?”

      “Maybe a little bit of both,” Gavin said.

      “There weren’t too many records of that time. The damn Society destroyed most of everything. It was like they didn’t want anything remaining to remind people of the El’aras, or what was here before.”

      “Why?”

      Davel shrugged. “Who’s to say. For all I know, it’s because they were embarrassed about their role.”

      Gavin didn’t know all the details about what had happened during that time, and he certainly didn’t understand the implications behind the role that the Society had in removing the El’aras threat all those years ago, but he suspected Davel had the resources to learn the answer, but only if he were so inclined to do so.

      What he had learned suggested that not only had the El’aras once occupied this land, they had also inhabited many of the surrounding ones as well. Over time, and with the spread of sorcery, the El’aras had been forced away, pushed into new places they had not been before. Some of the El’aras resented what had taken place, enough that they still posed a danger.

      Could that be the prophecy Anna feared?

      Could that be something Gavin would have to be a part of?

      “I’m just looking for anything you might know about the El’aras in Yoran before.”

      Davel regarded him. “I’m not sure whether I want to tell you. I’m afraid if I tell you, you’ll stay longer.”

      “That doesn’t have any bearing on how long I stay.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      Gavin held his gaze. “Well, maybe it does. The longer it takes me to learn what I’m looking for, the more likely I’m going to stay here.” He forced a grin. “Besides, you need to make sure those barriers are actually working the way you think they are.”

      “I thought you said they were.”

      “I might make it so that they aren’t working quite as well anymore.”

      “You can be a bastard. You realize that?”

      Gavin laughed. Davel turned, and he motioned behind him.

      Gavin followed for a short while. They moved through the city, heading toward the western outskirts. In this part of Yoran, the buildings were all stone, and impossibly old. He had explored often enough that he had seen this area before, even if he didn’t know that it had once been occupied by the El’aras. But given the history of the city, he had to suspect that was what it was, and that was the reason Davel wanted to guide him here.

      Davel pointed to a particularly tall stone building, taller than most throughout the city, though still not anything like the sorcery academy that had once been here.

      “Do you see that?”

      Gavin followed the direction of his gaze, and he nodded slowly. Some of the buildings like it were covered with moss, and others were crumbling, but most remained intact despite the age. If they were El’aras, then he wondered if they had any power worked within them the way the tunnels beneath the city did.

      “That predates the city. That predates sorcery,” Davel explained.

      “You’re saying that it’s an El’aras building,” Gavin said.

      “El’aras, or somebody even before them.”

      Gavin started to smile, wanting to say that there wasn’t anybody before the El’aras, but maybe there had been. What did he really know?

      “And if you’re going to find anything, it’s going to be in one of those places, I suspect,” Davel said. “It’s not like we have any collected reference that depicts that time, so if that’s what you’re after, I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you any further.”

      “Could you see what your sources might be able to tell you?”

      “My sources?”

      Gavin arched a brow. “You have other ways of finding information. There’s something about the El’aras from that time that I need to understand.”

      “Is there anything I need to understand?”

      Gavin frowned. “I hope not.”

      “I suppose I can look into it, seeing as how you’re making sure the borders are safe.” He eyed Gavin a moment. “Right?”

      “They’re safe.”

      He ignored the look Davel gave him as the constable walked away.

      Gavin knew he needed to spend more time with Davel than he had. He needed to take the opportunity to learn more about what the constables understood of the city, any role that he might have within it, and uncover whether there was something more that Wrenlow might find for him.

      He paused in front of a stout building, which was constructed from the same deep gray stone as the one Davel had shown him.

      El’aras. It had to be.

      He pressed his hand up against it, focusing on his core reserves, and started to push that power out from him.

      Nothing happened. It was just stone.

      For some reason, that upset him more than it should have.

      It shouldn’t bother him that it was simply stone. At this point, he didn’t expect the El’aras to have left behind too many symbols of their time here. Any real power would have been hidden the way it had been in the tunnels.

      Gavin pulled his hand back and released his connection to his core reserves.

      Now, at least, he felt as if there were other aspects of the El’aras within the city that he could seek out and explore.

      But he had to focus on what had prompted him to get moving in the first place.

      Gaspar.

      He quickly made his way to the Dragon. It was getting later, but there was no sound of music coming out of the tavern—not the way there often was, and certainly not the way there had been most nights lately. Jessica enjoyed the chaotic music, and she especially liked to hire musicians she knew would annoy Gavin.

      He approached the Dragon slowly, sweeping his gaze along the street, looking for any sign of movement, but he didn’t see anything unusual.

      He was surprised Gaspar hadn’t said anything about his delay, and he realized he had accidentally muted his enchantment.

      Gavin tapped on it again, and he could hear a sudden surge of a voice in his ear.

      “Dammit, boy. Where are you?”

      “Right outside.”

      Gavin hurriedly pulled the door open and stepped inside. The tavern was mostly empty. One table off to the left side had three people sitting around it, all of them with cards splayed in front of them. Another had a young couple—the same woman from the night before, but a different man.

      Gaspar paced near the back of the tavern.

      “What’s the rush about?” Gavin asked.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you, boy.”

      “I’ve been doing something.”

      Gavin looked around. There was no sign of Wrenlow, though he suspected he’d gone off to visit Olivia.

      “I need your help. It’s Imogen.”

      “I know you’re disappointed she left.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “And I know that you’re looking for another apprentice.” Gavin forced a smile, trying to keep things lighthearted with Gaspar, but it was difficult to do, especially given his grumpiness since Imogen had left. “I’m not so sure I can be that apprentice. Maybe Wrenlow can be. He isn’t the best fighter, though he has a quick mind, so maybe he’d be a better thief?”

      “He sure as shit couldn’t be a worse thief than you,” Gaspar muttered, shaking his head. “But that’s not it. It’s Imogen. When she left, I sent her with an enchantment.”

      “Did she know about it?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “I think it’s a fair one. Did Imogen know you sent her with an enchantment?”

      “Of course she knew. She and I both agreed that if she needed help, all she had to do was send word.”

      “And?” Gavin asked, though he had a growing suspicion about what had happened.

      “And she sent word. She needs our help. You know how unlikely it is for her to ask for any help.”

      Imogen was even more reserved than he was, and Gavin had once believed that he would never ask anyone else for help. Since coming to the city, though, he had practically become dependent on the help of others for him to succeed.

      “How certain are you?” Gavin asked.

      “She wouldn’t have sent word otherwise. You know how she is.”

      “Did she give you any idea about why, or what it is that worries her?”

      “That’s not the way this enchantment works. It’s a trigger. It just taps if she has a need. I can use it to track her, but I can’t communicate from this far, the way I could if she were closer.”

      “You need a better enchantment,” Gavin muttered.

      “Like your El’aras enchantment is that much better?”

      Gavin grunted. Unfortunately, it was not, despite how helpful that would’ve been for all of them.

      “Where did she go?” he asked.

      “You know where she went.”

      Gavin clenched his jaw. It wasn’t a good time for him to be leaving the city again. Not until he really understood what was in the tunnels. It had to do with him somehow, with Anna, and he wanted to understand that.

      But this was Imogen.

      And Gaspar was asking.

      He didn’t often ask Gavin for anything, and he had helped Gavin more times than he cared to admit.

      He looked around the tavern, sweeping his gaze until he settled on Jessica as she made her way to each table. When she reached the young couple, she looked at the man, then at the woman, and a hint of a frown crossed her face. Gavin smirked, and he chuckled to himself.

      “Do you have any way of knowing which way she went?” he asked Gaspar.

      Gavin suspected that she would’ve ended up going back to her homeland, but maybe she hadn’t. With Imogen knowing that there were rogue Leier out there, it was entirely possible that she had gone in search of them first.

      “No. She was secretive about that, as she can be.”

      “I think both of you can be a little secretive,” Gavin said.

      “In this case, she’s being even more secretive than normal. I don’t think she wanted us to go after her, and she took the enchantment reluctantly, though the fact that she took it all told me she was concerned she might need it.”

      “Or she did it to placate you, thinking she would never need to use it.”

      Gaspar frowned. “That could be the case too.”

      “There’s a limitation to how far the enchantment would work,” Gavin said. “Not like the El’aras ones.”

      “I wouldn’t even know how to go about finding one.”

      “Then we have a small radius we can work with.” Gavin pulled out the paper ravens from his pocket and held them in his palm. “We can start with these and see what we can find.”

      A wave of relief swept across Gaspar’s brow, and Gavin realized just how worried he had been.

      “I’m sorry I gave you a hard time,” Gavin said. “I can see now that you were really concerned about her.”

      “Imogen wouldn’t have requested help unless she truly needed it,” Gaspar said. “She’s a proud woman. Strong. And I know it pains her to admit she needs help from time to time, but she can’t do it all alone.”

      “Is that a message you’re trying to give me?”

      “Only if you think you need one,” Gaspar said.

      “I realize I can’t do it alone either, and that’s something that has become abundantly clear to me during my time here.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Gavin blinked. “We’re going to have to make some preparations. We’ll need some enchantments, supplies, and transportation.”

      “I thought you had transportation.”

      Gavin tapped on his leather satchel. He had enchantments on him, though Gaspar was one of the few who knew just how many enchantments he allowed himself. He preferred not to, but he also preferred to win any fight he found himself in, so those two competing ideals led him to the practicality of using enchantments when they offered him the greatest opportunity at succeeding.

      “I have a few different options, but you’re not going to like the fastest one.”

      “Which one?” Gaspar asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

      “The dragon. Alana gave me a different enchantment that she thinks will be even more effective.”

      Gaspar leaned back, scratching his chin for a moment with his wrinkled hand, but he didn’t answer.

      “You want to take the dragon?” Gavin asked.

      “If it’s going to get us there faster.”

      Gavin chuckled. “You do remember what almost happened the last time we took the creature.”

      “It’s not a creature, it’s an enchantment. And I know exactly what almost happened. Which is why I’m willing to do it. Besides, haven’t you been increasing your skill? You can add some power to it if you need to.”

      Gavin didn’t know he’d realized that. “Fine. Let’s get the supplies we need.”

      He turned, and as he did, the door to the tavern opened.

      Somebody unexpected stepped inside.

      “Thomas?” Gavin asked, looking at the El’aras with wide eyes.

      He was an older man, at least by appearances, which meant that he was probably impossibly old. He was dressed in a deep-green jacket and pants, his sword sheathed at his side, and he moved with a dangerous sort of lithe grace that suggested his power.

      “I need to talk to you about the Risen Shard,” Thomas said.

      Gavin looked over to Gaspar, who was frowning.

      “Well, isn’t this a predicament,” Gavin muttered.
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      Concern was etched on Gaspar’s brow, and Gavin recognized the irritability on his face. It wasn’t just that, though. There was anxiety that deepened the wrinkles around his eyes. His hands twisted at his sides, as if he wanted to reach for the knives hidden beneath his jacket. Gavin had seen Gaspar flourish those knives faster than he had any right to do, so if he were to lash out at Thomas, it might even surprise the El’aras.

      Gavin turned back to Thomas, who remained near the doorway, one hand by the hilt of his sword. It almost seemed as though he intended to force Gavin to go with him, whether or not he was willing to do so.

      “Anna sent word that she needs the champion,” Thomas explained.

      The timing of it worried Gavin. It was strange, given what he had learned about the prophecy.

      “Are you sure about that?” Gavin asked.

      “She’s been working with you, has she not?”

      “It seems there is quite a bit more than what she’s revealed to me.”

      Thomas glared at him. “She has shared with you all that you need to know. More than I have suggested she share.”

      “Why did she send you now?”

      Gavin didn’t intend to go with Thomas until he helped Gaspar with Imogen, but he figured that he should placate Thomas a bit. He glanced at Gaspar, whose expression practically begged him to hurry up.

      Thomas was watching him too. It seemed as if a debate warred in his eyes, a question about whether he would answer Gavin, or whether he would keep what he knew from him.

      That would make Gavin’s decision all the easier if he did.

      “You found something, and she needs you,” Thomas told him.

      Gavin nodded to Gaspar. “He needs me too.” He forced a smile for Thomas. “I suppose that puts us into a difficult situation. If I’m needed by everybody, then how am I to decide who gets me?”

      “Careful, boy,” Gaspar whispered, his voice coming through the enchantment. It was subtle, soft, and it was just enough that Gavin wondered whether Gaspar was truly concerned, or if he was just cautioning him.

      “I’m not trying to cause any consternation with you,” Gavin said to Thomas.

      He made a point of positioning himself in such a way that if it came down to a fight with Thomas, Gavin would be able to block Gaspar from getting hurt. He didn’t think it would happen, but if Thomas wanted something from him and Gavin wasn’t willing to go with him, he had no idea if Thomas might push the issue. Gavin was willing to fight on behalf of the people he cared about, and that included Gaspar.

      “She has been training you, has she not?” Thomas said.

      Gavin nodded. “She has been.”

      “Then she needs you. She sent a request.” Thomas shook his head. “I do not get many requests from the Risen Shard, but she demanded I find you. She called you the champion.” He frowned as he said it, and Gavin wondered if it was because of the idea that Gavin might be the champion, or simply the fact that he understood just what that term meant.

      The more that Gavin came to understand the El’aras and the prophecy, the more he started to question whether he was even safe.

      “She wanted the champion, or she wanted me?” Gavin asked.

      “I assumed they were the same,” Thomas said.

      “Perhaps.”

      Gavin looked over to Gaspar, knowing what he needed to do, but he couldn’t deny the curiosity filling him. Anna needed him? It wasn’t like her to send Thomas. Either she didn’t feel that she could safely come into the city, or she had truly uncovered something that had kept her from wanting to leave.

      All he had was the enchantment she’d given him to summon her.

      He reached into his pocket, touching the cold metal of the marker. He didn’t detect anything within it. Not the vibration he had felt when it had been used before.

      “It’s Imogen,” Gaspar urged.

      Gavin looked over to Thomas. “A friend of mine needs my help. I’m going to do this first, and then I can find Anna. I assume I’ll be able to use the marker she gave me to find her?”

      Thomas clenched his jaw, looking as if he wanted to rail at Gavin, but he didn’t say anything for a long moment.

      “You know what is at stake here,” Thomas finally said. “I assume you were there with the Toral she mentioned.”

      Gavin nodded. “An El’aras Toral.”

      His brow furrowed. “That is most unusual. Another so soon?”

      “I can’t tell you what changed, only that I know this is part of the issue.”

      “Then you must come. If Anna’s calling because of this, she needs you.”

      “There were Leier that came and attacked all the sorcerers, while Anna took out the Toral,” Gavin said. “The Toral died.”

      Thomas frowned as he tilted his head to the side. Was he listening to an enchantment, the same way Gavin did? Maybe it was only confusion. Could Anna be keeping things from Thomas too?

      “And what were you doing?” Thomas asked.

      “Trying to stay alive,” Gavin said. He kept his hands in front of him, ready to react if he had to, not sure what Thomas might do or whether he would cause trouble, but Gavin didn’t think he would act yet. It seemed like Thomas simply wanted to know what Gavin was doing, and whether he could get his help.

      Gavin looked over to Gaspar, who was fidgeting.

      “We can go,” Gavin said to him, then looked over to Thomas. “I don’t know what Anna needs right now, but I have to help a friend.”

      The decision wasn’t all that difficult when it came down to it.

      It was about helping a friend.

      When they reached the door, Thomas caught Gavin’s wrist. His grip was cold like steel, but Gavin jerked on it and pulled his hand off. Thomas held his gaze, something beseeching in his expression.

      “Please. You need to come with me,” the El’aras man said.

      “If the Leier have caused more trouble, it’s possible we’re after the same thing.”

      Thomas frowned.

      “And it’s more than that,” Gavin said. “Anna has been keeping things from you.”

      “She is the Risen Shard; she can keep whatever she must from me.”

      “Even if it means you don’t operate with all the information you need?”

      “As I said, she is the—”

      “The Risen Shard. Right. I don’t know how urgently she needs me, but I can’t imagine that it is all that urgent. Otherwise, she would’ve triggered the enchantment I carry.” Gavin watched Thomas for confirmation, but he didn’t respond. Gavin grunted, shaking his head. “Fine. You can keep whatever you want from me. It just means I’m less likely to want to help you. A friend needs me. If you want to make sure that I go to Anna when I’m done, then you can come with us.”

      “I’m not leaving the city when she requires my service.”

      “It’s not going to take that long. We’re going to take the dragon.” He looked over to Gaspar and smiled as the old thief shook his head. “You see? Even Gaspar is excited about it.”

      “That might be stretching it a little bit,” Gaspar said.

      “There’s no stretching,” Gavin said. “You are excited. I don’t know how you couldn’t be. I know I am.” Gaspar glared at him, and Gavin let out a laugh. “Come on, Thomas. We might need another blade, anyway.”

      Thomas tipped his head to the side, and again Gavin couldn’t tell if he was communicating with Anna, or if he was trying to decide whether to offer his assistance.

      “Are you the champion?” Thomas asked.

      “I don’t know. Anna seems to think so, but…” Gavin shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Thomas regarded Gavin in a way that left him unsettled. Others had studied him in a similar manner before, almost as if they were sizing him up, trying to decide if he would be useful or a threat. It put Gavin on edge.

      In this case, though, there was something else layered within it.

      Fear.

      He was afraid of Gavin—and what he might do.

      Thomas’s mouth was pressed into a tight line. “Perhaps it’s time that I observed you before I permit you access to her again, anyway.”

      Gavin started to smile, but the seriousness in Thomas’s eyes cut it off. “You permit it?”

      “Do you think I can’t stop you?”

      At this point, Gavin no longer knew. He had seen Thomas fight, and the two of them had even faced off at one point, but it seemed like a lifetime ago. Now that he had a greater understanding of his core reserves and was coming into his own power—which seemed to rival even Thomas’s—Gavin had to wonder if he would be able to stop him. And that was before Gavin used the energy of the ring. If he did that, it would be a different fight.

      “I don’t know if you could,” Gavin said simply.

      Thomas glowered at him. “I don’t either. Which is why I’m coming with you.”

      Gavin glanced over to Gaspar, then nodded. What did it matter the reason that Thomas came with them? If Imogen was in danger, then there was little doubt in Gavin’s mind that Thomas would be a benefit to have with them. He was incredibly gifted.

      When they stepped out into the street, Gavin started to head to the edge of the city. He had to guide them far enough away that he could expand the dragon without causing trouble, and where there were no limitations placed on it by the enchantments surrounding the city. He had no idea if Alana had any way of countering those enchantments—given the obvious strength she possessed, he suspected that she did. Her magic might still work regardless of the barriers, but he didn’t need to risk it.

      They hurried through the mostly empty streets. There weren’t nearly as many people out in this part of the city as there were in other places. But then, there was no longer a market as there once had been.

      Gaspar caught his wrist. “Are you sure this is not a mistake?” He kept his voice low as he flicked his gaze to Thomas.

      “No. I think he’s watching me while Anna is looking for something. I just wish I knew what it was.”

      “He’s gauging whether you are a danger. If you’re outside the city…”

      Gavin twisted the ring on his finger. “I’m no danger to her. At least, I don’t plan to be. But I don’t know that he could stop me if I was.”

      “Are you willing to take that risk?”

      “They know something about me.”

      “Only if you believe their prophecy.”

      “It’s not a matter of believing it. It’s a matter of learning from those who do.”

      Thomas was watching them, but he said nothing.

      He could probably hear them, though. The El’aras certainly had excellent hearing. And given that Thomas had full control over his El’aras abilities, it was highly likely—probable, even—that he could use his control to ensure that he had something akin to enchantments at all times. Gavin had attempted to do something similar, though he didn’t have the same control. He could intermittently augment his eyesight, and he suspected that he could add to his speed, maybe his strength. He had also used his core reserves to boost his endurance, but could he hold on to that power continuously the way the El’aras did? That would drain him.

      At least, he believed it would.

      There was another thought that came to him, troubling him. What if Thomas hadn’t come on Anna’s behalf? Thomas protected her, viewed that as his responsibility. If Gavin was a threat, or could be seen as one, then he wouldn’t put it past Thomas to do whatever was necessary to remove him as a threat.

      Gaspar frowned at him, and Gavin shrugged, shaking off the feeling as they reached a small clearing near the edge of the city. He pulled the paper dragon out of his pocket. It was all angular, folded up tight. He set it on the ground, and Thomas leaned forward.

      “What kind of magic is this?”

      “This is an enchantment,” Gavin said, and he motioned Thomas to step away. “Go.”

      The El’aras frowned. “Where?”

      “You should move off to the side of the road so that I can add my magic to this enchantment. Otherwise, this paper dragon is going to get way too large to deal with.”

      He tapped on the paper figure, pushing a bit of power out from him to not only expand the dragon but connect to it. Gradually, the dragon started to unfold, growing as it did, until its massive wings spread on either side of it.

      “What do you think?” Gavin asked.

      “I think that this is more impressive than the last one,” Gaspar said.

      “She keeps getting better.” Gavin crawled up onto the enormous dragon and took a seat on it, staring at the creature for a moment before looking over to Gaspar. “Are you ready?”

      Gaspar scrambled up on the back of the paper dragon as well, taking a seat behind Gavin, and the two of them turned to Thomas.

      Gavin held a hand out to Thomas. “I don’t think this thing bites. But we’re going to need you to climb on board.”

      He waited until Thomas was seated atop the paper dragon, and once he was, Gavin leaned forward. It didn’t take long to coax the massive creature into moving. Even as the dragon began to spread its wings, Gavin didn’t know how powerful this one would be.

      He glanced over and regarded Thomas for a moment. The flight would put Gavin into a position where he would be leaning forward on his stomach. All it would take would be a quick shove, and he would tumble to his death. Gaspar wouldn’t be a match for Thomas either.

      The dragon took off easily. They circled, staying high above the ground, the buildings growing ever more distant beneath them.

      “Well?” Gaspar said.

      “It’s an interesting way to travel,” Thomas replied.

      “That’s one way to put it,” Gavin said. “But it’s certainly better than the other way I’ve traveled with enchantments.”

      Gavin stared down at the landscape below. The dragon moved so quickly and so fluidly that it was difficult for him to follow, everything a mixture of green and brown. At one point, a cold chill washed over him, and Gavin looked back. It was easier to make out details when he wasn’t focused on their speed, as the dragon blurred past everything around. Behind him, he caught sight of the city in the distance, but there was something else. A hint of stone.

      That was where he and Anna had fought the sorcerers. He took a deep breath, turned around, and realized that Thomas was watching him.

      “Did you know?” Gavin asked, pointing to the remnants below.

      “She told me where you fought.” Thomas kept his voice loud enough to be heard over the gusting wind.

      “Did you doubt that we had faced the Toral?”

      His jaw clenched for a moment, and when he answered, it seemed as if he was picking his words carefully. “There have not been many El’aras Toral in countless moons.”

      Gavin wondered exactly how long it had been. Probably an impossibly long time, at least if Thomas was not wanting to speak about it.

      “What if we were wrong?” Gavin asked.

      “She would’ve known.”

      Gavin nodded. “I still don’t fully understand what a Toral and Sul’toral are.”

      “It is a way of reaching power.” Thomas looked away. “Some feel the Sul’toral have a way of tapping into the power of the gods. The Toral can access that through them, but we believe it is a way of tapping into something else.”

      The ring on Gavin’s finger suddenly felt heavier. “What is it?”

      “That which binds the world together.”

      The dragon banked sharply, and Gavin was nearly tossed off the side. He clutched the dragon’s neck. “Thanks for that,” he muttered.

      The dragon let out a strange roar. It was a low rumble, yet it carried.

      There was something about the way the dragon acted when it was enchanted that left the impression that it were almost alive, or as if it were channeling some ancient life force, a connection to something greater. Gavin had no idea if it was that, only that when he was around enchantments like this, feeling their power, he couldn’t help but have the sneaking suspicion that there was something more to them. They felt as if they were a part of life. A part of the world. And it made him think of what Thomas had claimed about the power of the ring.

      “Say, Thomas,” Gavin said, turning and looking back at the El’aras, “you’ve lived a long time.”

      “What are you getting at?” Gaspar muttered.

      “I’m just trying to see if the El’aras know anything about dragons.”

      “I’ve never seen a creature like this,” Thomas said.

      “Never?”

      “Never. Now, are we going to get on with this so that we can return to Anna?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I just wanted to know if the dragons are even real.”

      “Would it change anything?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin looked over to him. “Not particularly, but it would satisfy my curiosity. I’m trying to figure out if the paper creatures are somehow summoning power from their real counterparts.”

      “Do you think the stone golems do that?”

      “Well, they take after actual creatures, don’t they?”

      Gaspar grunted. “I suppose they do.” He leaned off to the side of the dragon, holding on tightly with his legs as he peered down toward the ground. “The paper dragon can fly faster.”

      “I’m not sure that it’s a matter of speed here. We need to search for Imogen, but we need to do it in a way so that your enchantment continues to work.”

      Gaspar tapped on his pocket. “We’re heading in the right direction, but it hasn’t changed. It’s fallen silent.”

      “How do you know we’re heading in the right direction?”

      Gaspar glowered at him. “Because I followed it before summoning you in the first place, boy. Now, do you think this enchantment can move any faster?”

      Gavin resisted the urge to snap at him, knowing that there was no point. Gaspar was worried. Imogen was his friend, somebody that Gaspar believed he had an obligation to care for.

      Though he’d tried to coax it faster, he didn’t know if it could fly any faster than it had. That didn’t mean Gavin didn’t have something else he could do. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the paper ravens. He remained bent low over the dragon, not wanting to lose them before he had a chance to draw out their enchantment.

      Gaspar watched him.

      “I’m not exactly sure if this is going to work from here,” Gavin said, shrugging. “And I don’t know if I can even use more than one. But if the enchantment you have isn’t going to work, then we need to find another way to search for her.”

      And the paper ravens had something they could offer him that he couldn’t get any other way. They gave him an opportunity to search, to see what they saw. It was different than looking off the side of the dragon.

      Gavin touched one of the ravens. “Search for Imogen,” he whispered as he pushed power into it.

      The black raven quickly took shape and flew off, streaking away. The image that the raven saw came to Gavin, filling his mind. He tapped on two others. One was a pale white paper, and the last of the ravens was brown, made of a different sort of parchment. It moved more slowly as they both circled away.

      Gavin closed his eyes, allowing him to focus on the three ravens more easily. In the back of his mind, he was distantly aware of what they saw. It was as if he caught sight of three different images. Each of them had a unique way of viewing the world around them, which made it difficult for Gavin’s mind to process what he was seeing. One of them gave everything a strange coloration of orange and yellow, another gave off a flat, almost gray appearance, and still another added a bit of blue to it.

      Could he superimpose the three views? If he could combine the images, maybe he could find answers that were buried and wouldn’t otherwise be seen.

      He started with one image. It was a smear of color, with shapes that were difficult for him to make out, and then he added the next. There was a hint of overlap, but not so much that it clarified everything for him. Layering the third image on top of them created a crispness that permitted him to see even more effectively.

      As he tried to force the images together, he realized something: There was an area where one raven saw something, but another did not. Maybe it was just the way they saw things, but as he tried to put together the puzzle in such a way that he could understand what he saw, something else about it seemed off to him.

      He continued staring, but he couldn’t look down from where he was. “I’m going to need you to watch below us,” he said to Gaspar.

      “I am. I don’t see anything.”

      “Keep at it,” Gavin said.

      “I might be able to help,” Thomas said.

      “With the ravens?”

      “With the dragon.”

      Thomas reached past Gavin, and he stretched out a hand. For a moment, Gavin felt a strange stir, and he realized that Thomas was channeling his magic into the paper dragon. Did that mean he was making some sort of a connection with it?

      Gavin wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about that. He didn’t know if he wanted Thomas to be forming a connection to the paper dragon.

      “That should suffice for now,” Thomas said.

      Gavin focused on the ravens again.

      “Search here,” he whispered.

      He tried to indicate in his mind where he wanted them to search and wasn’t sure it worked. But he focused power through him, adding an augmentation of energy with his core reserves to communicate with the ravens. They started to shift the direction they were searching.

      Gavin could see through their eyes, and he noticed a strange glow he’d seen before. The three ravens all converged on the same location.

      He tapped his hand on the dragon, pushing a bit of power through him. He had no way of connecting the dragon to the ravens, but he had a vague idea of where the ravens were, and could use that to track.

      There was a blur beneath him.

      “Not much farther,” he said.

      “Not much farther before what?” Gaspar asked.

      “Before we reach… something.”

      The problem was that Gavin had no idea what they were going to reach. There was one way he could find out, but it involved him sending at least one of the ravens down. With the blur that he saw, it left him thinking maybe it was a sorcerer, perhaps even one of the Toral. If he were to send a raven down, there was a possibility he’d be sending the bird to its doom. Gavin didn’t want to sacrifice one, even if it was nothing more than an enchantment, and a paper creature at that.

      “Take a look,” he whispered, focusing on the black raven.

      That raven had the gray-hued eyesight, but it also seemed to be the best opportunity to see. It circled, then began to dive.

      Out of its faded eyesight, Gavin could make out what the other ravens saw. They watched this raven descend and head straight toward that blur.

      The dark raven began to approach it. Then passed into it.

      There was nothing more.

      “Hold on,” Gavin said to the others.

      Gaspar looked over.

      “What are we going to do?” Thomas asked.

      “I don’t know. Probably something stupid,” Gavin said.

      The dragon dove quickly.

      Gavin’s stomach dropped, and he tried not to think about what they were doing, where they were plunging through, or the dangers that existed in doing so. But when they hit the blurred barrier that he’d seen, and the cold washed over him, he sensed magic.

      Worse, there was a powerful magic within it that he didn’t fully recognize.

      Almost too powerful.

      Gavin braced himself, focusing on his core reserves, letting that power surge within him and build.

      And then they crashed.
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      Everything was a blur as the dragon collapsed to the ground below.

      Gavin immediately pulled upon his core reserves and wrapped himself in power, pushing out the way Anna had taught him, letting that power flow out from him. In doing so, he felt a protective layer surround and shield him. When he struck the ground, he popped up, unsheathing his sword at the same time.

      Gaspar grunted next to him, and he managed to roll to his feet far more spryly than Gavin would have given him credit for before. The only one who seemed completely unconcerned about the way they had crashed to the ground was Thomas. He held his sword in hand, sweeping it around him in a tight arc as he looked everywhere.

      “What happened?” Gaspar said, sliding up next to Gavin.

      “I’m not entirely sure.” Gavin looked over to the now folded form of the paper dragon. He snatched it off the ground, stuffed it into his pocket, and peered around him. “Something happened to the enchantment. It’s almost as if it faded and the paper dragon wasn’t able to withstand it any longer.”

      “That seems exactly like what it was,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin glanced over to him. “Did you feel anything when we came through it?”

      He looked up, and he saw a shimmering haze above him, almost as if there was an energy here, though he couldn’t tell with any certainty. Everywhere around him were shadows, darkness, as if they had entered a thundercloud. Even the air hung with that sparking energy, making it difficult for Gavin to feel anything other than what they had detected as they crashed.

      “I didn’t see anything,” Gaspar said. “Didn’t feel anything either. Nothing until we landed on the ground. A little warning would’ve been nice, boy.”

      Gavin grunted. “A little warning for me would’ve been nice as well. Do you detect anything?” he asked, looking over to Thomas.

      He frowned, shaking his head. “There is sorcery here.”

      “You can detect sorcery?” Gaspar asked.

      Thomas turned toward Gaspar, eyeing him for a moment. “I am one of the El’aras, and I guard the Risen Shard. I would know if there was sorcery.”

      There was more to it than that, though Gavin wasn’t sure he should push at this point. Still, he had questions, and he figured that Thomas knew more than he wanted to admit to.

      “We need to keep moving,” Gavin said. “And if you see the raven, let me know.”

      “The raven?” Thomas asked.

      Gavin flapped his arms like a bird. “You know, one of the paper enchantments I sent scouting for us.”

      “You’re concerned about an enchantment?”

      “About finding it, especially as it’s useful in ensuring our safety, so I suppose the answer is yes?” He glanced over to Gaspar. “I wonder why they aren’t concerned about their own enchantments.”

      “Probably because they don’t have to make them very often,” Gaspar said.

      “We need enchantments,” Thomas said.

      “Do you?” Gavin asked, smiling slightly. He was on edge, and though he didn’t see anything, he was still curious. “What sort of enchantments do you use?”

      Thomas held his sword forward, and Gavin glanced down to his own blade.

      He supposed that was an enchantment.

      Given what he knew about the sword, and the fact that it glowed when there was magic used around it—and even more when Gavin poured magic into it—of course it would be an enchantment.

      “There is at least one sorcerer near us,” Gavin said. “And there has to be some reason they decided to conceal this area.”

      “Could Imogen be here?” Gaspar asked.

      “I don’t know. Keep moving.”

      They walked slowly and started deeper into the thundercloud. All around them, the air crackled, carrying with it a strange energy.

      “I never felt anything like this before,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin nodded. “I’ve not either.”

      Not even when facing the Toral outside the city.

      “It is unpleasant,” Thomas said.

      Gavin continued to wade through it and focused on the energy he felt around him. It might be merely an enchantment.

      “We could try to carve through. Treat it like an enchantment,” Gavin said.

      “Doing so would reveal our presence,” Thomas replied. He held on to his sword, but Gavin couldn’t tell if he was holding on to any magic.

      “I’m pretty sure they already know we’re here,” Gavin said, bringing his sword around. “Considering they probably would’ve felt us falling through it. There has to be a reason for this. They’re trying to hide something, but what?”

      “Unless it’s an attack,” Gaspar offered.

      “An attack, but…”

      It wasn’t an attack on them.

      Imogen had said she needed them, and then she had gone silent, where Gaspar could not reach her any longer.

      Which meant…

      “Imogen is here,” Gavin said.

      He continued to push power out of himself, focusing on his core reserves. Thomas’s sword glowed more brightly as well. Gavin turned in place, letting the glowing blue light radiate off the sword, trying to push back the darkness.

      Gaspar had a pair of daggers in hand, and at some point, he had slipped on more enchantments. Bracelets lined his wrist, and there were several other rings on his fingers.

      Gaspar saw him looking and he frowned. “What is it, boy?”

      “I’m just appreciating your jewelry.”

      “Would the two of you be quiet?” Thomas hissed.

      Gavin smirked, and he started forward, deeper into the cloud. The farther he went, the more he could feel the crackling along his skin, as if the magical energy within the air was pressing in on him.

      He drew power through the ring and pushed it into the sword. It was almost as though the sword acted as a focus, concentrating that power and guiding it through. Without meaning to, Gavin sent it exploding upward, where it collided with the blue cloud that surrounded him.

      It bounced back and crashed into him. He was thrown down to the ground.

      Gavin groaned as he got up carefully.

      “What was that?” Gaspar asked.

      “That was me being an idiot,” Gavin muttered.

      Thomas turned to him. “You must not expend that energy so wildly,” he said.

      Gavin shook his head. “There was no ‘wildly’ about it. I didn’t mean to do it. It came out accidentally. If I had any control over it, as I’m trying to, I wouldn’t have needed to.”

      “Had you been paying attention to what Anna has been trying to teach you—”

      “Now you two need to be quiet,” Gaspar said. “Given what Gavin just did, they will feel the effect of his magic. He’s just revealed our presence.”

      “I think they are already aware of it,” Gavin said, sweeping his sword around. “I feel something squeezing me, almost as if they want to crush me.”

      There was no way that somebody with that kind of power wasn’t already aware of them. They had revealed themselves the moment they passed through that strange barrier.

      That feat of magic was incredible, more than they’d seen with the Toral.

      A part of him worried that it was the Fates.

      He continued to fear their return, knowing that they would want to come back to the city, and knowing that there was a danger in them doing so, but Gavin was content in knowing that Yoran would be protected if they did. Zella had the dark egg, and she could release the semarrl if the Fates dared return.

      There was another possibility—and even more worrisome.

      Sul’toral.

      If that was the case, they needed to find Imogen. Quickly.

      “Do you have the enchantment you gave her?” Gavin asked Gaspar.

      “Of course I do. I’ve still been trying to reach her, but it’s not working.”

      “Can I try?”

      Gaspar pulled the enchantment from his pocket and handed it to him.

      “I just want to test something,” Gavin said as he traced his finger along it. It looked like a coin, with a hollowed-out section in the middle and a strange spiraling pattern within the metal. “How do you use it?”

      “You’re the one who wanted the damn enchantment,” Gaspar said. “Just tap it.”

      “Do the two of you have some sort of hidden code you use to talk to each other?”

      “Of course.”

      Gavin tapped, but he didn’t feel anything in response.

      “It’s been inactive for quite some time,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin focused on the circular enchantment, and he borrowed from his own core reserves to push a bit of power into it. He didn’t do so the way he usually did to trigger an enchantment. In this case, he wanted not just to activate it but to add a bit more power to it. It was similar to how he added power to the paper dragon so they wouldn’t crash. As his magic flowed into it, he could feel something within the enchantment, almost as if it were pushing against him.

      It was the same resistance he felt around them from the sorcery. Could he overpower it?

      Pushing this much energy into the enchantment ran the risk of damaging it. If he did so, there would be no way to restore it. He had damaged other enchantments before: the paper ravens, the stone creatures, even the paper dragon. Now that he knew that enchanters felt it when their enchantments were damaged, it made him pause.

      This was something different, though. This was their only way of tracking Imogen.

      He needed to pour a little more power into it.

      The enchantment began to vibrate.

      “Of course it would lead deeper into this,” Gavin muttered.

      “How were you able to get the coin to work?” Gaspar asked.

      “I added a bit of my own power to it, and—”

      “You shouldn’t be able to add your power to an existing enchantment. You aren’t a sorcerer, Gavin.”

      “It’s not sorcery.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure what it was exactly. El’aras magic, but not the kind he knew how to use. Not yet.

      “Just be ready,” he said.

      They plunged deeper into the darkness, and the energy continued to crackle around them. It grew more potent the deeper they went into the dark fog. It was almost as if there was an electrical storm swirling around them. Gavin could use an explosion of power, but it would deplete him and his core reserves if he did so too often. He needed to be judicious in how much energy he released.

      Maybe he could clear this fog, though.

      He looked over to Thomas. “The two of us are going to need to push past the sorcery.”

      “I thought you were the Chain Breaker,” Thomas said.

      “I may be the Chain Breaker, but that doesn’t mean I know how to overcome all sorts of sorcery.”

      It was more than just that, more than just dumping himself into that kind of magic.

      He had felt the effects of letting his core reserves drain too low. If he depleted himself that much, he wouldn’t be able to withstand any additional magic. He had the sh’rasn powder, and he had his fighting ability, but there were some things that needed more. Some things needed his core reserves. His magic.

      But power pressed down on him. It was an immense sensation, something more than what he had detected from even the Fates.

      It would have to be a Sul’toral.

      Why now? And why here?

      Gavin took a deep breath and started to fill himself with the power of his core reserves. But that wasn’t all he needed. He needed the magic of the ring—especially if they were facing a Sul’toral.

      The ring tapped into a different sort of magic, almost as if it had its own store of power. Maybe it did. If he truly was the El’aras champion, then having the ring would give him access to something more. With what Thomas had said to him about the power of the Sul’toral and the magic they reached, Gavin started to wonder if perhaps he was now connected to something greater. Not darker—he didn’t feel that was the case. Just more.

      It was different than what he had seen from the Toral he’d faced.

      The Toral were all bonded to a person, dependent on them and their power, to control the magic they possessed. Gavin didn’t have the same belief that he was tied to anything quite like that. He didn’t know what the ring connected him to, but he didn’t feel as if he had to serve someone.

      “What are you doing, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      “I’m using the ring.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I’m sure that it’s not, but I’m going to do it anyway.”

      The energy continued to build, and he let it flow through him, through every part of his being. He used what Anna had taught him to focus that power, trying to hold it and drawing on it the way she had instructed.

      He had the champion’s blade.

      As she had said, it couldn’t be a coincidence that the sword and the ring were found together.

      Gavin sent energy through the blade, and the power of the ring blasted outward, which burst with a blue light. It was brighter than anything he had ever seen before.

      The air itself sizzled and crackled. The power was so much, so vast, and so expansive that Gavin could do nothing but cry out. Energy exploded within him, vibrating with power. Light continued to bloom outward, and it crashed into the glow around him.

      Anna would’ve been disappointed in how unrestrained this was. She had wanted for him to gain control over the ring, the power within it, and to understand what he would have to do to fully master that magic. But at this point, he didn’t care.

      Both Gaspar and Thomas stayed close to him.

      Gavin was aware of the energy coming off of Thomas, something that was an echo of his power. He tried not to think too much about that either.

      The air thundered, and it felt as if lightning crackled.

      Pressure was building around him, and Gavin had to surge against it.

      He had to find a way of fighting beyond it.

      And then the thundercloud exploded and shifted before their eyes.

      “What is that?” Gavin asked, looking at the scene in front of them, something his mind could not process.

      “That is terrifying,” Gaspar said.

      Creatures that reminded him of the stone golems Mekel created now surrounded them. Some were made of stone, much like those he had encountered before, but others seem to be formed from dirt or mud or sticks. Yet others looked like trees that were moving. All of it was almost too much for him to comprehend.

      Gavin barely had a chance to react. He jumped forward, sword blazing, and started for the strange creatures moving toward them. He had no idea how they had managed to hide within the cloud, but he knew that if he did not fight, a different sort of danger would befall them.

      And he danced, calling upon the power he could hold, and the magic that flowed up from the ring made his blade a blur as it swirled with energy.

      “Now let’s go get Imogen.”
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      Fatigue threatened to overwhelm Gavin.

      It was a sort of fatigue he knew quite well. He had felt it so many times before, all the times when he had drawn on too much of his core reserves. With the amount he had used to fight his way through that blue cloud, he would not be surprised if he had depleted too much power. He needed to restore his energy, which meant using the sh’rasn powder. He reached into his pocket for the vial he kept there and took a quick mouthful.

      “Dangerous,” Thomas warned.

      Gavin looked over to him. “I don’t know if I have any choice in this matter.”

      “Still, it’s dangerous. You will need time to recover after this.”

      Gavin nodded. He knew he would.

      There was so much strangeness in front of them. Stone golems, creatures that were unlike anything he’d ever seen, stormed around. Gavin could practically feel them thundering across the ground, as if their footsteps were pounding into the earth itself. Some of them looked like giants, similar to the ones Mekel made, but others looked like twisted monstrosities with multiple arms, too many legs, or even missing heads.

      Gavin had started to think the golems were drawn from real-life creatures, but there were no creatures like these in the world. He had seen tigers and wolves and wolfhounds, but he’d never seen a dragon, so maybe those weren’t even real. And these stone golems certainly couldn’t be real.

      Walking trees circled around them. Bizarre, flying dark clouds came toward them as well. Within the clouds were individual shapes that Gavin couldn’t quite make out. The only thing he was aware of was a danger within them. He had to focus on the power inside himself, preparing to unleash it, though he didn’t know if he had enough strength to do so.

      All of the creatures moved in a spiraling pattern, keeping them from getting too close.

      “I think this was the source of the darkness,” Gavin said.

      “There’s still a sorcerer in charge of all this,” Gaspar said.

      “I’m a bit concerned it’s not just a sorcerer but a Sul’toral. Find them and we will probably find Imogen.”

      Something lumbered toward him, and Gavin dropped, bringing his blade around.

      He carved through stone, his arms jarring with the effort, and then bounded to his feet, spinning off and slicing his blade through one of the treelike creatures. There came a strange shriek as the blade carved through it. The creature turned to mush in front of him.

      Gavin froze, looking down at it.

      “That was unexpected,” he said.

      “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to fight any of these,” Gaspar said.

      “I thought you were the greatest thief in all of Yoran.”

      “Thief, boy. Not fighter.”

      Gavin chuckled.

      Another one came toward him—a headless monster with three arms, that looked almost as if some child had modeled a creature out of clay and forgotten to finish it. Gavin carved up one of the arms, then jammed his blade into the creature’s belly. It exploded in a spray of mud.

      “We have to find a better way of slicing through these things,” Gavin said. “I don’t like the way they’re showering us with their remains.”

      “I don’t like the way they’re standing in front of us either,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin swung his blade, cutting through another of the odd treelike creatures. This one had massive limbs that towered over him. As he darted forward, the limbs swept toward him like arms, and he had to twist and slide beneath them to avoid getting hit. He brought the blade around, hacking at the base of the tree until it exploded and dropped into a pile of mush.

      Gavin scrambled to his feet and continued on.

      “Stay close by,” he said to Gaspar.

      “I’m not sure I’m going to have much choice in that,” Gaspar said.

      The creatures kept coming toward them. One of them looked something like a wolf, though it was different than the stone golem Mekel had made. This one was enormous and had colossal fangs that looked like glistening razors made of stone. If one of those things caught him, he had no doubt how they would feel.

      He jumped, landing atop the creature as it started to bolt forward. He drove his fist down and wished immediately that he hadn’t.

      It was stone, mixed with metal, or so it seemed.

      Gavin slammed down his sword. The blade crashed into the creature’s back and skittered off to the side.

      That’s new.

      He needed to try something different.

      Gavin pressed his hand against the creature’s back, and he focused on some of the different patterns he’d seen from Anna as he drew on his core reserves. What he needed was something that might be more destructive.

      He tapped his fingers, creating a small circular pattern, and then pushed power out from himself. The energy struck the golem, and it exploded in a spray of stone and metal.

      Gavin was thrown free. He scrambled to his feet and found Gaspar fighting with what looked like a tower of rock.

      Thomas was nowhere to be seen. The El’aras had to be somewhere nearby.

      Unless he’d fallen.

      Gavin was the reason he’d come. He wouldn’t be the reason he fell.

      “Where’s Thomas?” Gavin asked Gaspar as he jumped in front of him, sweeping his blade through the rocklike structure. It dropped, crashing to the ground in a pile of debris.

      Gaspar spun, looking around for another attacker.

      “I didn’t see him,” he said. “He disappeared.”

      A small, round-bellied creature with stubby arms approached on short legs. Gavin strode forward and thrust his sword through the creature, which started to explode, but then it came back together and reformed.

      Gavin hacked in three quick motions. Each time he brought the blade through it, it separated but then came back together again.

      “That’s not going to work,” Gaspar said.

      “You really aren’t helping,” Gavin muttered.

      He needed to get close to the creature like he did with the wolf, to press his ring against it and cause it to explode. Only… Maybe there was some way he could use that power without getting close.

      He tried to think of the way Anna had looped power out from her. He remembered the pattern she’d formed at that time. It was one Gavin had not attempted before, but he could see it in his mind.

      It wasn’t a pattern made with just his fingers, much like others were. This was one that took his whole hand. There was something in the swiftness of the spiraling motion she had made that reminded him of the Haba fighting style, with its quick swirls. In that fighting style, the movement would’ve been defensive, which he found ironic considering the way he had seen her use that power before.

      As he formed the same movement, Gavin poured power out from himself. It surrounded the small, stubby creature, and then he pulled, drawing the power back. He tried to cut through the creature, but he wasn’t fast enough. At least, it didn’t seem as if he was. Instead, it felt as if the creature was trying to siphon power from him. Gavin lurched forward and stabbed, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Try an enchantment,” Gavin said.

      “What exactly do you want me to try?” Gaspar asked, voice tight.

      “What about Mekel’s golem?”

      “You think that will work in here?” Gaspar looked up at the sky, shaking his head. “Remember what happened when you came in here on your paper dragon?”

      “I dispersed that fog. I think that cut us off from our power—well, my power—so now that the fog is gone, we should be able to—”

      Gavin didn’t have a chance to finish. The treelike structure off to his left side came toward him. It was thin, with razor-sharp arms that swept at him, swirling in a spiraling pattern.

      He slid underneath one of the cutting arms, darted up, and jammed his El’aras dagger into the trunk, or what would serve as the trunk. As he slid the dagger down, gliding along the length of the trunk, he carved through the creature. It shattered like glass.

      He turned back to Gaspar and found him crouching down next to three figurines he had set on the ground. Each of them was small, but large enough that Gavin could see their shape. One of them had long fangs, another had a strange-looking head, and the third was a giant.

      Gaspar touched each of them, and Gavin hurried over, adding a bit of his own energy to try to augment anything already there. He jumped back as they started to change.

      Gaspar looked over to him. “What was that about?”

      “I wanted to see if I could add something to make them stronger,” he said.

      “That’s not the way they’re supposed to work.”

      The first of the creatures started to move, and it darted toward the small, round creature. This enchantment was like a wolf, yet slender, with a bushy tail and angular head. The wolf jumped, twisting in midair, and enormous claws shot out of its paws. It shattered the creature, which simply formed again.

      “We can leave the golem to deal with that,” Gavin said.

      The giant had started to take form, and he headed toward the other creatures. He was enormous and had slow movements, but he still lumbered forward far more rapidly than Gavin would’ve expected given his size. His features were blunted, making him seem vaguely humanlike, but that was where the similarities ended. It was like a block of rock had formed arms, legs, a torso, and a head.

      Gaspar watched the golem disappear before turning his attention back to Gavin, nodding. “I think we need more of those.”

      “Be careful with them,” Gavin said.

      “Careful? Are you worried about these golems now?”

      “I’m worried about what Mekel will feel when they are destroyed.”

      “What do you mean?” Gaspar asked.

      “As far as I’ve been told, Mekel feels pain each time one of his enchantments is shattered.”

      “Then we shouldn’t use them,” Gaspar said.

      “He wouldn’t have made them if he didn’t want us to use them,” Gavin said.

      Another one of the strange creatures came toward him. This was a boxy-looking thing, with two stout arms, a beard, and dark eyes. It was colorful, as if streaks of lights worked through it.

      Gavin darted forward, but the creature was quick, following his movements. He drew upon his core reserves through the ring and used that power to enhance himself. He brought the sword around, carving toward the creature, but missed.

      This one was strangely fast.

      As he swung the blade again, he tried to catch the creature, and again missed. He jumped and flipped in the air, then brought his sword down, but as he landed, the creature was gone again. He spun back, bringing the blade around. Each time he did, the creature was not where it should be. It was almost impossibly fast.

      Gavin danced off to the side. He sized up the creature and realized Gaspar had moved ahead of him.

      “Gaspar—”

      When the creature spun, Gavin darted forward, attempting to hack at it, but it twisted away. A knife emerged from its hand, and it stabbed at Gavin’s chest.

      There had to be some way to use his core reserves and turn himself to stone, the way the enchantments that granted impervious skin could work, but he had to do it quickly.

      Gavin didn’t have the experience of doing that yet, though, and he braced for the brunt of the attack.

      Then the creature exploded, disappearing into a cloud of dust.

      “You’re welcome,” Gaspar said.

      “How did you…”

      “Not so useless, are they, boy?” he said, tapping one of his enchantments.

      Gavin grunted, shaking his head. “I never said they were useless.”

      Gaspar chuckled. “Come on. We need to find Imogen.”

      Gavin hadn’t been focusing on the enchantment he’d taken from Gaspar, but now that he thought about it, he realized there was a steady tapping in his pocket, which was happening in a rhythmic pattern.

      He handed the enchantment to Gaspar. “I think this message is for you.”

      Gaspar took it, squeezed his hand around it, and closed his eyes.

      One of the slender tree creatures came at Gavin, and he carved through it and shattered it in a spray of glass. He jumped over another one and drove his blade down into it. The creature crumbled.

      He turned and checked that Gaspar was okay. In his periphery, he saw the enchanted golem approach something up ahead.

      Whatever the sorcerer wanted had to be there.

      Gavin jumped again, spinning. As he came to land, he noticed a swirling movement on the ground near him. He recognized the fighting style.

      It was one of the Leier.

      The same damn man he’d seen in the Dragon.

      Was he the reason Imogen was in danger?

      Gavin slipped in front of the Leier and brought his sword around, catching the man’s blade.

      He looked up at Gavin and frowned. “What are you—”

      Gavin didn’t give him the chance to finish as he swung his leg around to catch him. He wanted to end this as quickly as possible. The Leier darted off to the side, moving more quickly than he had in the Dragon. Inside the tavern, he hadn’t been trying to overwhelm Gavin. Not like he did now.

      He carved his blade around, moving quickly. Gavin recognized the patterns, catching the man’s attack each time he shifted.

      The Leier glowered at him. Gavin understood the reason. He doubted he was pleased that anyone outside of the Leier knew their patterns.

      They both shifted quickly from one place to another. Gavin deflected each attack, pushing him back, but not doing so with much aggression. There was no point in reacting like that. He didn’t know if he should destroy this person until he had a chance to speak to Imogen. It was better to incapacitate him, nothing more.

      Another flurry of attacks, and Gavin pushed them back again.

      The Leier seemed to be getting upset, irritated. Gavin needed to take advantage of that. Those who were agitated while fighting often made mistakes.

      The Leier focused their attack on someone else.

      Imogen.

      Her blade was a blur. She had on her black cloak with her hair hanging free, yet something tugged at it so that it spiraled around her and made her look like a terrifyingly brutal fighter. It was almost as if she were filled with a terrible power. She didn’t have magic, that he knew of, and he had never known Imogen to use enchantments, but there was something about her now that was more intense than he had seen before.

      Her skill was incredible. She flowed even more in this moment than she had when they’d last sparred. And Gavin could tell there was real magic in those patterns.

      Sparring with her was one thing, but seeing her in this way, catching that glimpse, was enough for him to question whether she’d given him everything she could. Maybe Gavin had never faced her in her full fury. And if he had not, he had to wonder if he would have been able to withstand her true attacks.

      He jumped, flipping and landing behind the man. Gavin brought his sword around to catch the man, but his strike missed. He braced as he shifted his feet, transitioning into a different fighting style before stopping himself. He needed to stay within the Leier patterns. That was going to be how he would overwhelm him. Not only was it a match, but it also seemed to unsettle his opponent.

      As the man’s blade came toward him, Gavin pushed outward with as much power as he could, and it sent the man flying away. It also knocked Gavin backward to the ground.

      Gaspar helped him up. “What was that, boy?”

      “That was the same man we saw at the Dragon. Maybe he’s a sorcerer.”

      Not Sul’toral. At least, Gavin didn’t think so.

      Gaspar frowned, glancing at the trampled ground. “A Leier sorcerer?”

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “All I can tell you is what I experienced, and he is too fast, too skilled, and too—”

      “He’s helping her,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin looked across clearing, he realized what Gaspar said was right.

      Imogen was facing off against three of the strange creatures, her blade carving through one, then another, and then another. As she did, the man followed, bringing his blade through them as well. The sequence seemed to matter. As they sliced through the creatures, a pattern formed.

      “Damn. Just like Imogen. It’s the pattern that’s the power,” Gavin muttered.

      “What was that?”

      He shook his head. “I had it wrong.”

      “What did you have wrong? Besides everything.”

      Gavin darted forward. He needed to help them.

      When he reached the nearest of the treelike creatures, Imogen caught his gaze for just a moment, locking eyes with him.

      Gavin pushed power out from himself as he carved through each one he came across. Every time he brought one of the strange creatures down, another seemed to replace it. There were too many.

      “We have to find the sorcerer responsible,” Gavin said.

      “The sorcerer is gone,” the Leier man replied.

      Gavin frowned and shook his head. “There has to be a sorcerer who created these.”

      “There was. They left this trap for me.”

      Gavin jumped into the air, twisting so that he could look all around him. He saw another collection of creatures nearby, which were coming toward him quickly. He spun in midair, and as he brought his blade down, he could see the ground tremble from several of the massive golems.

      Suddenly, one of them shattered.

      That had to be Thomas’s doing.

      Gavin landed, and as he did, he realized he’d been hovering in the air somehow. He spun around, his blade carving through one of the trees, then another, and then there was silence around him. The only things he saw were the stone golems that Mekel had made.

      Gavin leaned forward, panting, trying to catch his breath.

      “What about—”

      Gaspar didn’t get a chance to finish. Three creatures swirled toward them, wings fluttering. They looked like birds, but they were covered in inky fog of darkness that radiated from them.

      “Darklings,” the Leier said.

      Gavin brought his blade up, trying to carve through one of them, but the bird was moving too quickly. They reminded him of enchantments, but maybe they were something different. They were moving with an undulating pattern, and they didn’t seem quite as stiff as he would’ve expected from enchantments, though he recognized that some were more fluid than others. Still, there was something about these creatures that struck him as alive, though dangerous, deadly, and, worst of all, dark.

      He had no choice but to try to bring them down.

      He jumped. When one of the birds flew toward him, he brought his sword down and managed to cut through it. There was a strange, almost eerie shrieking, and then Gavin landed.

      There were still two more.

      Thomas finally reached him.

      Gavin looked up, nodding to the creatures. “Apparently, these are darklings.”

      Thomas’s brow furrowed. “Darklings should not have been released,” he said. “They destroy and destroy and destroy…”

      It was the first time he’d heard Thomas sound afraid. The El’aras warrior never sounded afraid.

      “You know about them?” Gavin asked.

      “Of course I do. And they should not have been released.”

      “Well, it seems that they were, so we have to stop them.”

      Thomas stared at the creatures, his eyes slightly wide. “There is nothing we can do to stop them.”

      Gavin frowned, shaking his head. “I refuse to believe that. I just did.”

      One of them swooped, and he jumped. He tried to catch it with his blade, but the creature glided away, just missing the edge of the sword. When it swooped again, he jumped, this time twisting in the air and angling down so he could look at the creature. He brought the sword straight toward it. It banked, and Gavin contorted his body so he could bring the blade through. The weapon glowed softly, then exploded through the creature.

      That left only one of them.

      The remaining one circled, almost as if it were a vulture waiting for a meal.

      He glanced over to Imogen and the other Leier, and neither of them said anything. They stood motionless, watching the darkling as it flew above. Gavin didn’t know if they could do much. It was possible that the traditional Leier patterns wouldn’t be enough against something like this. They needed power, somebody with core reserves. Somebody like him—or Thomas.

      Since Thomas hadn’t seemed to be of much use when it came to this, it was going to have to be Gavin again. As the darkling circled, he gathered himself.

      This one appeared larger than the other two had been.

      Not just larger, he realized. It was growing. Expanding.

      “What is it doing?” he asked.

      Gavin looked at the others, but Imogen and the other Leier didn’t answer.

      Neither did Thomas.

      “Thomas! Is it feeding on something?”

      He still didn’t say anything.

      The darkling grew even larger, and Gavin knew he couldn’t wait any longer.

      He called upon the power within himself, the core reserves, and then pulled on the energy through the ring. He wasn’t going to be left with much.

      Already he had pushed himself more than he intended.

      But if this creature continued to expand…

      He jumped, driving his blade toward the sky. As soon as Gavin burst upward, it came straight at him.

      That’s different than the others.

      He heard somebody shout from below, but Gavin ignored it. He wrapped power around himself, focusing on something Anna had taught him, pushing power out. It came out from him, but also through the ring, and he focused it through the blade.

      It was similar to what he had done to the sorcery cloud. The blade started to expand with light. As soon as the darkling struck the blade, Gavin pushed the rest of his power into it. With a crackle of what felt like lightning and thunder, the light exploded.

      And Gavin was tossed back.

      He blacked out as he fell.
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      Gavin came awake slowly.

      Everything hurt, but it was more than just pain. It was a fatigue that worked through him. Energy had leached out of him. What he needed was time to rest and recover, but he didn’t know if he had that kind of luxury.

      He tried to turn his head, to look over to the others around him, but he saw nothing but blackness. He rolled onto his side, attempting to move and get up, but could not.

      Gavin took a deep breath and let it out slowly, focusing on himself. There was a bit of power, but there was something else there as well. A sense of emptiness.

      The core reserves were there, and yet they were not. Panic fluttered within him. His heart started to pound, and a cold sweat worked over him.

      “Relax,” a voice said.

      For a moment, he thought that might be Anna. She was usually there after he had extended himself considerably, but this time, it wasn’t her voice. Nothing other than a strange, soothing deep timbre.

      “Thomas,” Gavin said, turning his head to the side and looking up at him.

      “You’re going to have to relax. You drew far too much power. I warned you that using the sh’rasn that way is dangerous. It leads a person to call on more than they should. It’s a wonder you survived it.”

      “Anna said something about that before.” He shrugged. “Sometimes you just don’t have a choice.”

      “I saw how much power you were summoning,” Thomas said, shaking his head. “That’s more than what most would’ve been able to tolerate.”

      Gavin felt a hand underneath him, scooping him up, helping him to sit. As he did, he looked around. They were in a small clearing. The ground around them had been trampled. Gavin imagined the fighting that had taken place here before, and he wondered which of the creatures would have stomped down the grasses he sat on. A crackling fire set within stones provided a bit of warmth, though he still felt a sense of cold working through him. His heart continued to hammer, mostly because of the emptiness within him.

      “You should not have drawn on that much power,” Thomas repeated.

      “Did I have much of a choice?”

      “No,” a different voice said, coming from behind Gavin.

      Gavin turned, and he saw the Leier man he had met in the Dragon standing across the fire, his arms crossed over his chest, his sword sheathed at his side. He was lean, and his dark eyes stared at Gavin, something unreadable buried within them.

      “Who are you?” Gavin asked.

      “My name is Timo Inaratha.”

      “And let me guess, you weren’t here to harm Imogen.”

      Gavin glanced around and saw Imogen talking to Gaspar quietly near the edge of the clearing. When he said her name, she turned and looked over to him, nodding. Timo shook his head, stepping toward him. There was grace in the way he walked, something where he practically glided from side to side. Gavin could see the Leier patterns within his movements.

      “I came to find her. I needed help,” Timo said.

      “With what?”

      “With all of this.” He swept his hand around him. “Well, perhaps not with this.”

      Imogen had come closer. Gaspar stayed just behind her, almost as if he wanted to serve as her guard.

      “You know him?” Gavin asked her.

      “This is my brother,” she said softly.

      Gavin looked over to Timo, frowning. “Brother?”

      “This should not be here,” Timo said, shaking his head as he looked around. “None of this should be here.”

      “Was this a Sul’toral?” Gavin asked.

      Timo glanced down to his ring. Gavin twisted it on his hand absently, knowing that there was still a possibility he would be accused of a similar sorcery.

      “Yes,” Timo said simply.

      Gavin closed his eyes and tried to probe for his core reserves, but there was nothing.

      “You need to relax,” Thomas said, still crouching next to him. “Do not to try to call upon that power just yet. You need time to recover.”

      Gavin tried to get to his feet. He was weak, shaky, and wouldn’t be able to fight for quite some time. He hated this emptiness. Gavin was a fighter.

      “Just relax,” Thomas said again. This time, there was a bit more compassion within his voice.

      “How long will it last?”

      “I’ve never taken as much sh’rasn as you have,” Thomas said, a measure of respect changing his tone, the first time Gavin had ever heard that from him. “But I have pushed myself,” he added quickly. “It will take time. Your power will recover.”

      Gavin twisted the ring. “If that sorcerer comes again, and with an attack similar to that…”

      “He won’t return quickly,” Timo said, also crouching down in front of him. “He would have needed to use considerable power to withstand us. I thought we had him.”

      “Who is he?”

      “A powerful Sul’toral. I’ve searched for years to find him.” He glanced over to Imogen. “That was my bond.”

      Imogen held his gaze. “You didn’t need to make that bond,” she said softly.

      There was something else in her eyes that Gavin couldn’t quite make out. It wasn’t just the sadness he saw there, though that was definitely present. It was a sense of disappointment, which didn’t make quite as much sense to him.

      “It was the only choice I could make,” Timo said. He tipped his head slightly, as if bowing. “You know why I did this.”

      Gavin leaned closer to them. “Why did he do it?”

      “Magic took our parents,” Imogen said.

      Gavin squeezed his eyes shut, things coming together better now. He could feel Gaspar glaring at him, but he pushed on. “And you didn’t want him to go after this dangerous sorcerer.”

      Imogen shook her head. “He would never have completed this task.”

      “And what about yours? You went after the hyadan. That was almost as impossible.”

      “And yet my bond is complete.”

      The words hung in the air for a moment, before Timo breathed out. “How can I return until my bond is completed?”

      “It is dangerous,” she said. “An impossible one.”

      “Impossible, but necessary,” Timo replied.

      Gavin tried to gather himself and get to his feet, but felt the weakness work through him, making it difficult for him to do much of anything. He wobbled, and Thomas kept him from getting up. Gavin didn’t want Thomas to prevent him from standing. Once he got to his feet, he thought he might feel stronger.

      “I’d like to know more about this sorcerer you’ve been chasing for years,” he said.

      The power he’d felt had been considerable, and if the Sul’toral was responsible for this, he wanted to understand what they might have to deal with.

      Timo turned back to him. “When we reach a certain level in our knowledge of the art, we can choose to make a bond.”

      Gavin nodded. He’d heard enough about that from Imogen.

      “Not all make the same bond you did,” she said.

      “Not all, but it was necessary. My shame made it so,” Timo said.

      Gavin frowned. “What shame is that?”

      Imogen shot a glare at Timo, and he recognized the anger within it.

      “He called for you,” Gavin told her. “He came to the Dragon looking for you.”

      Imogen glanced over to her brother. “Is that true?”

      “I knew I could not do it myself,” Timo said softly, not meeting her eyes.

      “Timo…”

      He turned away, and he faced out toward the clearing. “The others had come, and we had been chasing the servants, but we had not found him. Not until recently. The others left, and I tried to gather them back, but I could not. Not quickly enough.”

      “The others?” Gavin asked.

      Could that be who the other Leier were? If that was the case, it would explain why they had attacked the sorcerers.

      “There were others who came with me.”

      “Let me guess. You had at least seven Leier with you.”

      Timo frowned at him. “Six.”

      Six, and they had carved down the sorcerers so quickly, almost as if there was nothing to it. But then again, the movements they made, the patterns formed using their techniques, gave them the ability to withstand sorcery. There was a type of magic within those patterns.

      “I came across them,” Gavin said. “They were Toral.” He looked over to Thomas for a second. “El’aras Toral.”

      “Dangerous,” Timo said, also turning his attention to Thomas. There was a moment where it looked almost as if he had a flicker of recognition, then it passed. “Dangerous,” he repeated.

      “What is?” Gavin asked.

      Timo glanced at Imogen, and she nodded. Finally, Timo took a deep breath, and he motioned to the fire. “Sit.”

      “I think I’ll stand,” Gavin said.

      “You should sit,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin glowered at him. “Now I have you trying to baby me.”

      “If it’s warranted. Just take a seat, boy. Let the other boy talk.”

      Timo frowned as he watched Gaspar, and Gavin couldn’t help but smile as he sat down. A flicker of darkness flashed through Timo’s eyes.

      “Don’t take offense to it,” Gavin said. “He calls everybody ‘boy.’”

      “Not everybody,” Gaspar muttered. “I call the younger ones ‘kid.’”

      Imogen settled next to Gaspar. “Tell us what you’ve been doing,” she said to Timo.

      “I didn’t mean to get you caught up in this,” he said.

      Gavin leaned forward, chuckling. “That’s not true. I think you need to start a little differently.” Imogen glanced over to him, and he shrugged. “He did come to the Dragon, after all.”

      “That’s right,” Imogen said. “If you brought bonded with you…”

      “They came, but they were lost in the fight,” Timo said.

      She stared across the fire, saying nothing. “So these were other Leier who had come with you on the same bond quest?”

      Timo nodded. “I thought you would’ve known, that you would have detected us in the city. I didn’t realize you weren’t aware.”

      Imogen shot him a hard, withering look. “How would I have known?”

      She held her gaze on him for a long moment before turning back to Gavin.

      “I thought they were something else,” she said. “I had not heard anything about them in the years I’ve been away.” A cloud of irritation fluttered in her eyes as she turned to her brother, a cloud that Gavin understood. “You came for me.”

      “Because I got close,” Timo said. “When I saw how much power he had, I knew I needed help. It was more than I could withstand by myself.” He looked across at them, shaking his head. “We’ve been tracking the Toral. They use dark magic. And today you saw why.”

      “This was a Toral?” Gaspar asked.

      That didn’t fit with what Gavin suspected. The power was too much.

      “Sul’toral,” he said.

      Timo nodded. “He left his power here. It was a trap. He intended to hold me.” He locked eyes with Imogen. “Us.”

      “And you led me into a trap,” she said.

      “Not intentionally,” Timo said. “I was trying to catch him. I was finally so close.”

      Gavin clasped his hands in his lap, and he felt a bit of warmth finally starting to creep up inside him. It was almost as if some of his strength was beginning to return, though it was happening far more slowly than he wanted.

      “He’s gone, though,” Timo said. “He would not have set a trap like this and remained.”

      “He wouldn’t have set it and thought he could kill you?” Gavin asked.

      “He would have, but he would not have stayed. He would’ve sent others to ensure we perished.”

      “Then we have to worry about them.”

      “I’ve dispatched them,” Timo said.

      Gavin frowned. “Who did you dispatch?”

      “A trio of Toral,” he said, nodding off to the side.

      Gavin looked over to where he indicated, and out of the corner of his eye, he could see three bodies lying there. He hadn’t noticed them before. He slowly rose to his feet, moving carefully, and headed over to them.

      He rolled one of them over. She was a younger woman who had black hair and brown skin, and she was dressed in a black jacket and pants. The next was a thin, older man with a sharp nose, his graying beard coming to a point. The last appeared to be El’aras, though Gavin couldn’t tell for sure. None of them wore rings.

      “Where are their rings?” he asked Timo.

      “Destroyed,” he said. “I would not claim that power for myself.”

      Gavin had seen far too many people who had denied that they were after power but who wanted it nonetheless. He didn’t know whether he could trust Timo. Given the way Imogen looked at him, and the darkness in her eyes when she did, he could tell she was also uncertain whether she could trust him.

      Gavin checked the Toral for other enchantments but found the pockets empty. Either Timo had taken them, or he had destroyed them along with the Toral rings—at least, that was what he had claimed to do.

      Gavin took a seat again, situating himself so that he could look at everybody around the fire. “We need to talk about the Toral. I understand that they serve a Sul’toral, but I’m trying to understand why all the Toral we’ve met are serving some sort of dark magic.”

      He thought about Jayna. She was the only other Toral he knew, and though he didn’t know her well, she didn’t serve dark magic. In fact, she opposed dark magic.

      “They all chase power,” Timo said. “That is what turns them dark.”

      “Not all of them,” Imogen said. “I have seen otherwise.”

      Timo regarded her. “You have been away too long.”

      She met his gaze, tension still in her eyes. “I might have been gone as long as you, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t seen anything. I’ve seen the truth. I’m willing to recognize it. And I know that there is more to this power than what we have been taught.”

      Anger and irritation mixed within her expression.

      On top of all of it was something else.

      Disappointment.

      Gavin watched her. When they’d dealt with Jayna, Imogen had said she didn’t know about the Toral—or she had claimed not to.

      “How long have you known about the Toral and Sul’toral?” he asked her.

      “We have called them something else.” She glanced toward her brother. “It’s only since I left the homeland that I learned their true name.”

      Timo didn’t flinch.

      What had happened between them?

      “So we have Toral,” Gavin said, feeling the need to intervene, “and we’ve now dealt with Sul’toral magic. Then what about this particular Sul’toral?”

      Timo looked at Imogen as he answered. “She knows what I’ve been doing. What I’ve been searching for. She knows the truth I’ve been looking for all these years.”

      “I know how you have wasted your time,” she said, then turned to Gavin. “Timo has taken the bond to search for L’aran.”

      Gavin hadn’t heard that name before. “Who is L’aran?”

      “An old sorcerer of incredible power,” Timo said. “He has killed far more of our people than you or I could count.” Sadness and sorrow burned in his eyes and lingered there, emotions that Gavin could practically feel from him.

      “Why did you take your bond?” Gavin asked.

      Timo shook his head. “It does not matter.”

      “It does,” Imogen said.

      “Because he killed our parents,” he said, looking at Gavin. “And I chose that as my bond.”

      “An impossible one,” Imogen said. “We knew the moment you made your bond that you were sacrificing himself. None have been able to catch L’aran, and all you would do would be to suffer. Die.”

      “You made an impossible bond of your own,” Timo said.

      “Not impossible. Just difficult.” Imogen looked conflicted, and Gavin wondered what else there was to it for her.

      He had come to learn about her bond quest, even if he didn’t really understand it. She had chased the hyadan, which he felt was a reasonable quest. Eliminating them as a threat was good.

      Perhaps eliminating the Sul’toral would be good as well.

      “I’ve lived this long,” Timo said.

      “So this L’aran is a Sul’toral?” Gavin asked.

      “A powerful one,” Timo said. “And one with an ancient magic, power that must be destroyed. We’ve been searching for him, and we finally got close.”

      “Close enough to get caught in a trap.”

      “Caught in a trap,” Timo agreed. “But close. It’s the first time I got close enough I thought I could catch him.” He looked across to Imogen. “When the others were lost, I knew I could not do this myself. I had heard that Imogen was last seen nearby, and I thought that perhaps I could ask for her help. And her forgiveness.”

      “Forgiveness must be earned,” Imogen said. “Not given.”

      Gavin frowned. This was a side of Imogen that he had not seen before. She was usually quiet. When they had been around the Muvarth she’d trained, Gavin had seen another side of her. There was a determined side, a strong side, and then there was the side he saw now. Angry.

      He wasn’t sure that he cared much for this one.

      “What did he do that couldn’t be forgiven? What exactly did he do that is so dangerous?” Gavin asked.

      Imogen shot him a look, but he ignored it and continued watching her. “He brought others with him on his foolish bond quest.”

      “That’s what made you angry?”

      “You do not understand,” she said. “You cannot understand.”

      “Then help me to,” Gavin said.

      She took a deep breath, turning away, and Gaspar leaned in and whispered something in her ear.

      “We were close,” Timo said to her. “The trap is proof of that. You have to know that.”

      Imogen said nothing.

      Gavin looked over to Thomas and realized that there was something more than just his silence that bothered him. He had been staring at Timo, saying nothing all this time.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked him. “Is it because we were attacked by the Sul’toral? Did it bring back memories of the sorcery war?”

      “Every time I face a sorcerer, it brings back memories of that time,” Thomas said, shaking his head. “But this is not that.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “It is this L’aran,” he said, frowning as he watched Timo.

      Timo met Thomas’s eyes before turning away, turning his attention back to Imogen, and waiting. It was almost as if he needed her approval before he could do something different. But then, Imogen was the First of the Blade, so Gavin had to believe that Timo did need her permission.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked Thomas again.

      There was something in his expression that Gavin could not read. The El’aras man continued to stare across the fire at Timo. If Gavin didn’t know better, he would have guessed that he was worried.

      “It is this L’aran,” Thomas said again.

      “You said that already,” Gavin pointed out.

      Thomas finally tore his gaze away from Timo and met Gavin’s eyes. “He should be dead.”

      “I have a feeling that there are many people who should be dead but aren’t.”

      He shook his head. “No, not that. This is someone who should be dead. Because the Shard killed him.”
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      Gavin held his gaze on Thomas. He flashed back to the time he’d spent in the tunnels with Wrenlow, staring at the walls, wishing he had a way of reading the El’aras writing and understanding the language. Would Wrenlow have seen anything about that? Wrenlow would’ve mentioned if there was some sorcerer named L’aran who had been described in the symbols.

      He would have to get word to Wrenlow to look through the hidden tunnels to see if he could find anything about this L’aran. For now, he needed to know as much as he could from Thomas.

      “Tell me what you know about this L’aran,” Gavin said.

      “I’m not sure I’m the one who should do it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because of what it means,” Thomas said.

      Whatever Thomas wanted to keep from him was tied to the reason he had come to Gavin in the first place.

      It was tied to Gavin as the champion. Somehow.

      Thomas let out a breath as he shook his head. “I cannot.”

      Gavin got to his feet. “Come, talk with me.”

      Thomas reluctantly got up, and they headed away from the fire. Gavin was tired, weak, but the longer he’d been sitting there, the more his power seemed to be coming back to him.

      He tapped on the enchantment. “Wrenlow?”

      There was silence.

      Gavin continued to make his way away from the fire, and they stood near the fallen Toral. Thomas looked down at them, and Gavin watched him to see his reaction.

      “We had so much trouble with them,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Sorcerers or Toral?”

      “Both,” Thomas said. “They borrowed power.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Gavin said.

      “And they have borrowed danger.”

      “How do you borrow danger?”

      “You saw the darklings,” Thomas said.

      “I did,” Gavin agreed. “I’m not exactly sure what they were, only that they were strange creatures that seemed to be surrounded by shadows.”

      Thomas grunted. “They are creatures of darkness—of dark magic. We have known them before.”

      And Gavin could tell that Thomas meant he had known them, not just the El’aras.

      “I’m still not exactly clear about what makes the magic itself dark,” Gavin said.

      “There are different powers in the world, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I’m aware of that,” he said, glancing back to the fire and seeing Imogen and Gaspar talking.

      “Some of them borrow from darker origins. You may not want to believe it, but we have seen it. We have experienced it. It is why we’ve fought with the sorcerers.”

      “Not all sorcerers borrow from dark magic,” Gavin said.

      “Not all. But those who have chased considerable power over the years have all done so,” Thomas explained. “We have seen it too many times to count. It is the reason that my people were pushed out of these lands. They think to borrow from the kind of power they should not. They have drawn upon that power for generations, positioning themselves to take control.”

      Gavin smirked. “Why do I get the sense that you aren’t thrilled with the sorcerers’ position in the world?”

      “It’s not that,” Thomas said. “We fought with them, that much is true, but we did not fight with them for the reasons most believe.”

      Gavin shook his head. “So not all sorcerers are bad in the eyes of the El’aras?”

      “Most are.”

      “There you go,” he said with a chuckle. “I was waiting for that El’aras side to come out.”

      “Most have been willing to use power they should not. When it comes down to it, all sorcerers are far too willing to reach for the darkness. Far too willing to draw on something that will unleash even worse dangers upon the world.”

      “And the El’aras have been the ones to provide kindness and compassion to the world?”

      “More than you know,” Thomas said.

      Gavin glanced down to the fallen Toral. “Tell me what you know about this L’aran.”

      “There is nothing more to tell.”

      “It seems to me there is quite a bit more to tell.”

      Thomas shook his head. “There is nothing more I need to share with you about him. Only that he is a dangerous sorcerer, but I don’t think this is the same person.”

      “Why would you think it’s not?”

      “Because the L’aran I knew before—at least, that I had heard of before—was incredibly old when the Shard killed him.”

      Gavin regarded Thomas for a moment and then laughed to himself. “You realize the El’aras live for an impossibly long time as well.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “The fact that you live as long as you do tells me that this L’aran could also have a similarly long lifespan.”

      “Sorcerers do not have the same lifespan as the El’aras,” Thomas said.

      “Unless they tap into magic.”

      “Magic would not make it that different.”

      Gavin looked back to the fire and the others near it. Imogen continued to talk to Gaspar, leaning close to him. She appeared to be whispering, saying little, and certainly nothing that Gavin could make out. He watched her for a little while and recognized the concern in her eyes. It was more than just about the attack they had faced. It likely had to do with her brother and his bond quest, and how she was now going to be drawn into it.

      “I need to know everything you know about this person,” he said.

      Thomas sighed. “He is one of the Sul’toral. There were thirteen, all sorcerers who longed for more power. They found that power in a dark and dangerous place, and they used it against my people.”

      “That was the reason for the war.”

      Thomas nodded. “Toral serve the Sul’toral for their power, but the Sul’toral serve something as well. A greater power of the world.”

      “A god?”

      “I have discussed that with you already, Gavin Lorren. Not a god, but power nonetheless.” He regarded Gavin, tension lingering in his posture. “The El’aras were divided at that time. Some wanted to understand how the Sul’toral gained power, while others… It matters not. You learning this only puts my people in more danger.”

      It seemed as if Thomas was choosing his words carefully.

      Gavin cocked his head to the side, frowning at him. “Don’t you want to ensure the safety of your people?”

      “More than you would ever know.”

      “Then help me understand.”

      Thomas pressed his lips together into a tight line. “You would not understand.”

      Gavin shook his head. “Does it have anything to do with the prophecy? I know some of it. Not all, but enough that I have a pretty good idea of what you’re dealing with.”

      “You know?”

      “Anna didn’t tell you anything about what we went through, did she?”

      “She did, but she would not need to.”

      “You don’t want answers?” Gavin asked.

      “She is the Risen Shard. That is the only answer I need.”

      A shadow at the edge of his vision caught his attention. Gavin flicked his gaze up to the sky. He wasn’t entirely sure what he would see, only that it felt as if there was some movement above him. Darkness, or perhaps something else.

      The fact that she was the Risen Shard meant he would somehow have to deal with her at some point, and whether that meant he was going to have to fight her, confront her, or suppress her magic, he didn’t know.

      “She certainly is keeping things from you,” he said.

      “As is her right.”

      “But you don’t agree with her right to bring me along in things.”

      “No,” Thomas said.

      Gavin chuckled. “I suppose that’s fair.”

      “You don’t get to say what is fair and what is not.”

      “Because I’m not El’aras like you?”

      “Yes.”

      Gavin shrugged. “If that’s what you believe, then so be it, but I still want you to know that I intend to help. And I’ve come to understand a little about the prophecy you’re trying to keep from me.” He cocked his head. “I’m starting to understand why you don’t quite care for me.” Gavin twisted the ring on his finger. Did it bond him to a Sul’toral—or something else? “And I think it has everything to do with who I am and what I’m supposed to be. And what you believe she is.”

      Thomas’s gaze lingered on the ring for a moment, and he brought his eyes up to look at Gavin as he frowned. “I know exactly what she is.”

      “The reincarnation of the Shard? It seems like we need to talk so I understand what it means for you and me.” Gavin crossed his arms over his chest. “From what I can tell, I’m destined to confront the Shard. I don’t have any intention of harming her, even though you may not believe it. Though she believes—and maybe you do too—that the prophecy states I will have to face her.”

      The El’aras warrior said nothing for a long moment, almost as if he was gathering his thoughts. He watched Gavin with a darkness in his eyes, an intensity Gavin couldn’t quite read but thought he needed to understand.

      “How much of the prophecy did you see?” Thomas asked.

      “Enough to know that I am supposed to be the champion of the El’aras given that I’m the bearer of the ring,” Gavin said. “And the sword. Whatever this is.”

      Thomas breathed out slowly. “She was particularly disturbed when you found the blade,” he said, something in the tension within his shoulders starting to visibly soften. “She will not admit it, but I think she was afraid.”

      “Afraid of me?”

      “Afraid for herself,” Thomas said. “We knew she would eventually need to find the champion, and she has been preparing to defeat them.”

      Gavin blinked. “You didn’t know who it would be?”

      “No.”

      “Then why has she been willing to train me?”

      Thomas pressed his mouth together in a tight frown, and he continued staring at Gavin until he finally shook his head. “I do not know. She should not have chosen to, and yet she does things she should not.”

      “You believe in the prophecy.”

      “I do.”

      “She does not,” Gavin guessed.

      Thomas inhaled deeply and let it out. “She does not believe in the truth of it. She believes she can move beyond it and stop the Sul’toral, regardless of what the prophecy claims.”

      It was tied to the Sul’toral? That was one more piece of the puzzle Gavin struggled to put together. He needed Wrenlow for this.

      “She feels as if the prophecy is inaccurate. There have been others.”

      There had been other prophecies? How many of them dealt with the Risen Shard? How many dealt with the champion? He hated the idea that he was somehow tied to a prophecy he wanted nothing to do with, that meant nothing to him, but he hated more that it still felt as if someone, maybe Tristan, intended to use him because of it.

      “She didn’t tell me that,” he finally said.

      “No, she would not. It comes back to what she believes, Gavin Lorren.”

      Gavin watched him, and he knew there was nothing he could do or say to convince Thomas that he had no intention of being forced into being part of this prophecy, especially when he didn’t believe it. But he wasn’t sure if it even mattered.

      What did it matter what he believed? All that mattered was what Thomas did.

      “I’ve been used long enough,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “These others who want to use me, who continue to try to force me to serve them, aren’t going to make me do anything I don’t intend to.”

      “That is not how prophecy works,” Thomas said. “There is nothing that can be done to stop it once it has been spoken.”

      “Other than to ignore it,” Gavin said with a shrug. “You may not believe this, but just because something has been spoken doesn’t mean it is going to happen.”

      “Again, you do not—”

      “I know. I don’t understand how prophecies work, but I do understand what I am willing to do.”

      “And what is that?” Thomas asked.

      “Not what others want me to do.”

      He had done that too often. He had been used too often, and he had no intention of continuing to be. Having seen what he had of the prophecy, and what it appeared to suggest, Gavin started to suspect there was more at play here.

      Others wanted to use him. Perhaps even doing the same with Anna.

      Gavin forced a smile. “We can talk more about this later.”

      “It will not change anything.”

      “Maybe not,” he agreed. “But maybe it will. We get to choose, Thomas. We determine if we’re going to let some ancient words decide for us, or if we’ll decide. We choose what we fear.”

      Thomas continued watching him, and Gavin couldn’t tell if it was amusement in his eyes or if it were his usual irritation. Maybe a little bit of both.

      He had no intention of being forced to follow a prophecy.

      Gavin was practical, and practicality meant that he didn’t believe in prophecy. He didn’t believe that something or someone else was in control of his destiny. Whatever happened to him was of his own responsibility, the result of choices he made.

      That didn’t mean others might not try to manipulate him, it just meant that Gavin was determined to ensure that he was in control.

      He looked over to Thomas. “Is there anything else?”

      “Is that not enough?”

      “I have proven myself time and again, and I would’ve expected that you would understand that. I have not made any attempt to harm Anna, and I will not. If you feel there is something else that we need to discuss, then let’s do it now. I don’t want to worry about you attacking me because you think I’m going to harm her.”

      “I will serve the Shard.”

      There was a hardness in the way he said it, something that was familiar to Gavin.

      “Even if that means facing me?” Gavin asked.

      “Yes.”

      He took a deep breath, twisting the ring on his finger. “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “I as well,” Thomas said.

      Gavin looked to where Imogen and the others were sitting quietly. “We still haven’t dealt with the Sul’toral. The one you fear. The one you say is too old to still be alive.”

      “He should have died. The previous Shard was said to have killed him.”

      Gavin squeezed his eyes shut, his mind working through what he had learned of this prophecy, and everything he knew. If the previous Shard was responsible for killing the Sul’toral, and that was wrong, how much else of the prophecy was wrong?

      He opened his eyes and watched Thomas, and he could tell that the El’aras man didn’t see the connection.

      “Why don’t we assume the sorcerer survived?” Gavin said. “And we can assume that he has something against the El’aras.”

      The fact that the prophecy was tied to the Shard suggested that there was some connection, and it had to be enough of one that it would bridge them somehow.

      Thomas frowned. “As I said, the Sul’toral wanted to destroy the El’aras.”

      “If your part of the prophecy stating that the Shard had killed the Sul’toral was wrong, what else is wrong?”

      “I have already considered that.”

      “Then we can stop this sorcerer. We’ve done it before, even powerful sorcerers. I’m not afraid of them.”

      Thomas shook his head at him. “There is a difference between fear and respect. In this case, a healthy respect, given what we know of this power, is warranted.”

      Gavin shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “It is sorcery, though it is a different breed of it.”

      “If it’s sorcery, then it can be defeated.”

      “What you saw here today is but a bit of his power, if this is L’aran. He is dangerous, deadly, and—”

      “And near enough to Yoran, along with other cities, that he needs to be stopped.”

      “If he managed to evade the Shard, and managed to survive when he should have died, it’s possible there’s nothing we can do to destroy him.”

      “It’s not a matter of destroying, it’s a matter of stopping,” Gavin said. “I am… something. I’m not entirely sure what it is, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do or what I’m supposed to be, but I know I can do this.”

      “She will be displeased.”

      “Anna? Because she sent you to bring me along.”

      Thomas nodded.

      “I’ll go with you when this is over,” Gavin said. “If that’s what it will take, then I will go with you.”

      “Again, she will not be pleased.”

      “With me, or with you?”

      Thomas tipped his head, regarding Gavin for a long moment. “Yes.”

      Gavin grinned. He motioned to the fire. “We need to go back to them.”

      “You go back. I must send word.” Thomas cocked his head, frowning. “When this is done, what will you do, Gavin Lorren?”

      “I haven’t decided. But don’t mistake that for indecision. I won’t be forced to serve anyone, and I won’t be forced to fight somebody I don’t think deserves it. That should be reason enough for you to work with me. For now.”

      Thomas watched him, and then he nodded. “For now.”

      He stepped away, disappearing into the darkness, his cloak making it difficult for Gavin to differentiate him from his surroundings. Troubled thoughts came to him, bothering him as he watched Thomas go. If he was supposed to be this champion, and if he was supposed to take on the Shard, it would’ve been a simple matter for Thomas to have cut Gavin down when he was already injured.

      And he hadn’t. That was the reason Gavin had hesitated. Whatever was happening was more than just a prophecy. And he wasn’t lying to Thomas when he said he didn’t believe in it.

      At least, he didn’t believe in prophecy when it dealt with him.

      At this point, Gavin had no idea what more he was going to need to do, only that it involved facing something incredibly dangerous. A sorcerer of unrivaled power, who had escaped from the Shard, who should have long ago been dead.

      Perhaps he had misspoken when he had claimed to Thomas that he wasn’t afraid.

      He didn’t fear sorcery, but this might be a power greater than what he had dealt with before.

      Facing the Fates had been one thing. They were powerful sorcerers, and Gavin had needed help with them. He had needed the semarrl, along with the dark egg to control them—something that he increasingly believed Tristan had maneuvered within the city so that either Gavin or he had access to it.

      But a Sul’toral like this?

      Gavin needed to learn more. And he needed to be prepared. As tired as he was, and as drained as he was, he wasn’t going to be able to fight a sorcerer now.

      He sighed and turned away, heading back toward the others.

      When he sank down next to the fire, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He ignored the way Gaspar looked at him, Timo’s stares from across the fire, and the question he noticed on Imogen’s expression out of the corner of his eye.

      All of it mattered, but at the same time, none of it did.

      There was something he could do, though.

      An idea started coming to mind. They would need to get word to Anna, though he suspected Thomas was doing that now. But to understand the Sul’toral, Gavin might have something else he could do.

      A lesson he had learned in his time in Yoran was that he could not do everything on his own. What was more, Gavin didn’t have to.

      He had others to work with. A team.

      And it was time for him to take advantage of that.

      He had a feeling that a Toral might have answers for him that he couldn’t get in any other way. He just hoped Jayna would welcome him without attacking him again.

      Gavin was in no mood to fight.
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      The ravens circled overhead, looking for more danger. An image streaked into Gavin’s mind, connected to him through the enchantments and permitting him to see everything below him, though he still struggled to understand just what he was making out. Images and shapes blurred past in his head, almost like thoughts that came from the ravens. They made Gavin increasingly question whether they were simply paper constructs, or if they were something more.

      For a moment, Gavin caught sight of movement far down below. Using the ravens in that way to see made it difficult for him to know whether it was real, but he thought it was. He stared, trying to keep the images linked together, and could just make out enough to tell there was something.

      Then it was gone.

      The ravens continued circling, but he couldn’t discern anything more. It was as if whatever had been there simply disappeared.

      “Anything?” Gaspar asked from where he sat atop the boulder. The rocky landscape stretched in front of them.

      “What can I say?” Gavin muttered, shaking his head, “I see nothing. The ravens are scouting, but so far, I haven’t seen anything.”

      Gaspar looked over to Imogen. She sat with her legs crossed, her hands resting on her knees as she stared toward the north. She had been sitting motionless for almost the entire time Gavin had been using the ravens to search. It was some sort of preparation, he was certain, but it was different than his own tactics. In his case, it was a matter of preparing his mind, getting ready for the battle to come. Tristan had taught him to do so quickly, mostly so he could be ready to ensure his mind and body would work together.

      Thomas had gone silent.

      The El’aras soldier had been quiet for a while, though every so often he would look up, tapping something on his side—likely communicating with Anna. Gavin debated how hard to push him for more information. Thomas knew more than he had shared.

      Perhaps now wasn’t the time.

      For Gavin’s part, his core reserves remained faint. He could feel the power that he had always been aware of, but reaching for it and using it were beyond him.

      He focused on the ravens, trying to concentrate on the vision they granted.

      “I’m going to call them back,” he said. “They’ve been looking for the better part of an hour.” He closed his eyes, and he whispered softly, “Return.”

      As he did it, he could feel the connection in the back of his mind, that part of the ravens that flowed to him and provided him with knowledge. The paper birds began to return.

      There came another flurry of movement through the ravens’ eyesight, different than before. This time, Gavin noticed a flare within the images he saw, as if there was a surge of light.

      He turned his attention to it. And then he realized what it was.

      Sorcerers.

      He scrambled to his feet, unsheathed his sword, and looked at the others. “Gaspar. Thomas.”

      They both glanced over to him quickly and frowned.

      Gavin wobbled for a moment. He was still tired and weak. He needed more time, but he wasn’t going to have it. “It looks like we’re going to have company.”

      “Toral?” Timo asked, his voice agitated, but also almost excited.

      Gavin didn’t like that sound from him.

      “I don’t know. Sorcerers, though,” he said.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on what the ravens showed him. It was difficult to understand what he was seeing, and all he could make out was the movement across the ground. They were like shadows sweeping quickly.

      The ravens were able to identify that much, but nothing more.

      He looked over to Gaspar. “You still have the enchantments Mekel gave you?”

      “I’m not riding on one of those things,” he said. “We have the paper dragon.”

      “I think we need to save that.”

      He didn’t know if they were going to run into difficulty, but if it came down to it, he wanted the dragon to help them escape. It would be their means of safely traveling.

      Thomas held his hand close to his blade, and he glanced at Gavin for just a moment, then nodded. “If there are sorcerers coming, I will be here.”

      “I think we’re all going to have to be here,” Gavin said.

      He focused on the ravens again but could not make out nearly enough.

      Imogen unsheathed her sword. Timo did the same.

      “If it’s only sorcery, we will manage,” Imogen said, gesturing toward the others.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar grunted. “It means that you’re hurting, boy. Let the rest of us take care of this.”

      “I can play my part.”

      “We know,” Gaspar said, and he locked eyes with Imogen, and the two of them nodded.

      The ravens showed him that the attackers were quickly approaching—a dozen in all—and he told the others. Timo and Imogen moved forward, and Thomas followed. Gaspar stayed close by Gavin.

      “I suppose you decided you’re going to protect me?” Gavin asked.

      “Somebody needed to stay by you.”

      “I don’t need my core reserves to fight.”

      “It helps, doesn’t it?” He looked over, and Gavin realized he was asking a real question.

      He eventually nodded. “It helps.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      The fight happened quickly. From where he sat, he could only feel the hint of magic, along with the sound of grunts and shouts, and the clash of metal.

      Bursts of bright white light—sorcery—faded almost as quickly as they occurred.

      At one point, he found himself watching Imogen. She was a fluid dance of death, her blade sweeping through their attackers before they had a chance to react. Timo was a step slower, perhaps stiffer, though even then he was one of the most fearsome fighters Gavin had ever seen.

      Then it was over.

      Imogen stalked away, likely searching for others, but Gavin could tell through the ravens’ eyesight that there would be no further attack. It was over. There were no more sorcerers.

      “That’s all of them,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t think they expected any difficulty,” Thomas said. He had returned, his sword re-sheathed, his brow furrowed. He swept his gaze around him. “They must have come to ensure the enchantments were successful.”

      Gavin grunted. “Arrogant bastards, aren’t they?”

      “Not arrogant,” Thomas said. “If this is the work of a Sul’toral, then it is merely an expectation of success.”

      “It almost succeeded,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin wanted to argue and only shook his head.

      Timo and Imogen made a circuit of the camp, but Gavin could have told them they wouldn’t find anything. The ravens continued to circle above, and he told them to come back. They gradually began descending, and he maintained his focus on them, feeling their energy as they approached.

      Gavin chuckled and looked up as one of the paper ravens neared. He held his hand out, and the raven landed in his palm. He tapped on it, and the raven folded, quickly shrinking down to a smaller size. Another landed, then the other. When each one folded, he could feel its energy compress back inside, as if it needed the action of folding to do so.

      Gaspar came over to look and shook his head. “It’s interesting to me how the simplest enchantments can be some of the most powerful.”

      “I get the feeling that these enchantments are anything but simple,” Gavin said. “Alana won’t say it, but I suspect there is an incredibly complicated kind of magic that went into their making.”

      He looked at the folded ravens and thought about the paper dragon. All of these seemed like simple constructs that were designed to look lifelike—or, in the case of the dragon, as lifelike as Alana’s imagination could be. At the same time, the power within them and the way they were utilized were far more complicated than some of the enchantments he had used before. The ravens especially, with the connection they granted him and the way they permitted him to look through their eyes, seemed complicated in a way that he had never experienced with enchantments.

      “You’re probably right. Zella keeps that kid close, which suggests she is powerful.” Gaspar shook his head. “That one has motivations that are not always easy to identify.”

      Gavin chuckled. “I’m not so sure. This is Zella, after all. Her motivations have been straightforward. She wants what’s best for her people.”

      “I suppose that is right,” Gaspar said. “It might only be that the magic in Alana’s enchantments is more complicated because you are El’aras.”

      At the mention of El’aras, Thomas looked over and frowned.

      “I’d be careful saying that,” Gavin said. “I have a feeling our friend Thomas here isn’t too thrilled with the idea that I’m El’aras.”

      “But you are.” Gaspar straightened and glanced over to Thomas. “He is. And if you’re going to stay with us, maybe you can spend some time working with him.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to do that,” Gavin said, laughing softly. “Especially given what the prophecy says I have to do.”

      “What is that?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin realized he hadn’t shared that with Gaspar yet.

      “The prophecy he believes in says I have to kill Anna,” he explained.

      “That he believes in?” Gaspar asked, frowning.

      Gavin shrugged. “Thomas says that Anna doesn’t believe the prophecy the same way he does.”

      Gaspar started to smile. “I didn’t realize you were able to choose whether or not to believe in a prophecy.”

      “Apparently.”

      They were silent for a few moments.

      “What about you, boy? Do you believe in it?”

      Gavin took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I never believed much in prophecy. I didn’t have much reason to. But this is strange. It speaks of the Risen Shard, the champion who’s to defeat her, and other things I’m not quite as familiar with. I have Wrenlow looking into it, but we haven’t uncovered that much. Mostly because we’ve been gone. Still, there’s a part of this that bothers me.”

      Gaspar arched a brow at him. “Only a part?”

      “I never really wanted to believe in prophecies to begin with, but this is something else.” He glanced over to Thomas. “According to the prophecy, not only am I supposed to defeat her or destroy her, but her predecessor had supposedly already defeated this sorcerer.”

      “So, in your mind, if the prophecy is already wrong, then you don’t have any reason to fear it.” Gaspar snorted. “It’s been my experience that when a person believes a thing, they often act as if it’s true, and sometimes close off their mind so that they don’t look for the truth, even when it’s changing.”

      “What are you getting on about?”

      “If he believes this prophecy, or if others do, you need to be prepared for the possibility that they will act in accordance with it.”

      Gavin nodded. “That’s why I think I need somebody to keep an eye on him. I don’t want him to slip his blade into my back.”

      “I would not stab you in your back,” Thomas said, striding over to them. “If I were to kill you, I would do it facing you.”

      “You would find that difficult to do,” Gavin said.

      “Yes.”

      “Listen,” Gaspar said, glancing from Thomas to Gavin, “if the two of you need to measure each other, maybe you do that in private. We have something else we need to do.”

      Gavin looked at Gaspar, and he bit back the comment that he was going to make. There was no point in arguing anymore. Gaspar was right. They needed information. The Sul’toral had attacked out here, too close to Yoran for Gavin’s liking, and they had no idea where this sorcerer was headed.

      Until they had information, he wasn’t sure that they could make the appropriate plan. They needed to know exactly what this Sul’toral was capable of doing, especially because he hadn’t even been physically present to exude all the power that lingered. The only person who would know—aside from Timo, and Gavin had a sense that Timo didn’t truly know—was not here.

      Gavin knew how to find Jayna, though.

      Timo was standing off to the side of the clearing, motionless and staring ahead. Imogen looked as if she was lost in thought, deeply focused in concentration, reminding Gavin of how he often did the same thing.

      “We’re going to have to get answers,” he said.

      “From the way you say it, I take it you already have something in mind?” Gaspar asked.

      “Well, we do have access to a Toral.”

      At that, Timo’s eyes widened slightly, and he turned to them.

      “Not like that,” Gavin said. “Somebody we’ve worked with.”

      “You have worked with one of the Toral?”

      “She’s not dangerous, if that’s what you are going on about. She’s…”

      Gavin shrugged. He looked to Imogen to back him up and found her still locked in her meditation. Gaspar didn’t have much of an answer for him either.

      “She chases dark sorcerers,” he finished.

      “The Toral are dark sorcerers,” Thomas said.

      Gavin ignored him and regarded Timo for a long moment. He needed answers from him, especially since he didn’t really know anything about him. “So you ended up here by following him into this trap?”

      “I’ve followed him for years,” Timo said. He still hadn’t moved from where he stood at the edge of the clearing, staying far enough away from Imogen, as if he wanted to give her space or feared getting too close to her. Maybe he did. “I’ve chased stories of his horrors since I began my bond quest.”

      “What stories?” Gavin asked. He hadn’t heard any particular stories of sorcerers like this L’aran, only typical sorcerers like the ones within the Society. And those were bad enough.

      “You would have been protected from them,” Timo said.

      Gavin smiled tightly. “I doubt that. I tend to end up getting involved in magic I don’t necessarily want to deal with, but unfortunately I don’t usually have much of a choice in that. So if there have been stories of this L’aran, I think I would’ve heard.”

      “Not in this land,” Timo said.

      “What land?” Gaspar asked.

      “Ovran,” Imogen said. She turned, twisting so that she could see them, her hands still resting on her knees and her gaze now fixed on Timo. “That is where you started, is it not?”

      “I started in Ovran, but the journey took me beyond, as you knew it would.”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “The stories of him have spread, but not in these lands,” Timo said, looking down at his hands, and he stared for a moment, saying nothing.

      Gaspar watched Imogen quietly. He stayed close to her, as if he could protect her, though Gavin doubted she needed his help.

      “Beyond those lands, we caught word of L’aran’s movements,” Timo explained.

      Imogen’s irritated expression tightened. “No word of L’aran spread.”

      “Perhaps not openly,” Timo said. “But there was word of his travel that carried like whispers on the wind. When you know how to listen, you can hear what must be done.”

      Gaspar shot him a hard look, shaking his head.

      “It does not take much to hear of L’aran,” Timo said. “He makes his presence known all too often. He finds places to destroy. First there was Jonal, then Tyn, and then Quir. All of them fell to him.”

      Gavin watched Timo, and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of this information. He’d been around sorcerers who had fought and used their influence to take over, but they had done so because they wanted to rule, not because they wanted to destroy.

      “What purpose would he have in destroying them?”

      “Purpose?” Timo asked, looking up and frowning. “He is nothing but destruction. That is his purpose.”

      “It’s not because of him,” Thomas said. “He does not operate alone. If this is the same man, the same Sul’toral—the one who was said to have been defeated—he does not operate alone.”

      Imogen nodded slowly. “The Thirteen. For years, we believed them nothing but stories.” She looked to Timo. “Tales told to scare children. Some believed in them.”

      Thomas nodded. “L’aran was one of the original Thirteen. Sorcerers, all of them. And gifted with the great power from one they called Sarenoth.”

      “A god,” Timo said.

      Thomas shook his head. “No god. A power. Much like the Shard is a power.”

      Gavin smiled to himself. “There are probably some people who think the Risen Shard is a god, especially given the skill she has.”

      “And what about you, Chain Breaker?” Thomas asked.

      Gavin frowned. “No one would ever mistake me for a god.”

      “I hope not,” Gaspar said.

      “Besides, even if this was a god, how is it possible that L’aran would have been a part of it?” he asked. When Thomas met his gaze without answer, Gavin tried a different approach. “Tell me more about Sarenoth.”

      “What is there to tell? Sarenoth is a being of impossible power. A Sul’toral. The Sul’toral that the rest serve.”

      It was even more reason for him to go to Jayna. She would have answers. She likely had heard of this Sarenoth, but if all the Sul’toral served this Sarenoth, did it mean that she did indirectly?

      She had mentioned fighting dark power.

      Something didn’t quite fit together here.

      “So this Sarenoth has gifted power—”

      “Dark power,” Thomas added.

      “Dark power.”

      “You saw the darklings,” Thomas said, his voice a hoarse whisper.

      “I did. I was the only one who took care of them. Anyway,” Gavin said, turning away from him and looking at the others. “We have this Sarenoth, and he is some impossibly powerful being. And we have these other sorcerers. Apparently, there are thirteen of them.” Gavin looked over to Gaspar, who shrugged. “And all of the sorcerers are equally powerful. Am I caught up?”

      “My people spoke about this in rumors when I was younger,” Imogen said. “There were some who believed in ridding our lands of the dangers of sorcery.”

      “Of all sorcery?” Gavin asked.

      She nodded.

      “But if these Sul’toral are real…”

      She nodded slowly.

      Stories.

      Yoran.

      There had been too many stories that had turned out to be real. Now it seemed as if prophecies were coming true. All of them at one time, all of them since he had come to Yoran. At least, seemingly so. Why here and now, though?

      There had to be some reason to explain this.

      Everything since then had been tied together, drawing him deeper into the dangers he’d started to experience. First, with realizing that Cyran had some role to play in everything they’d dealt with, and then in getting bound up with the El’aras. Finally, it was tied to Tristan.

      Always back to Tristan.

      “What is it, boy?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin shook his head. “I’m just thinking.”

      “We both know how dangerous that can be for you.”

      Gavin wasn’t in the mood for joking. “Everything seems to have come to a head since I arrived in Yoran.”

      “You can’t really think that your coming to Yoran somehow brought this ancient sorcerer out.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t that, but what if it was something else?” He held out his hand, indicating the ring. “What if it’s this? And what happens if the others decide to come? How many attacks can Yoran withstand?”

      Gavin sighed and watched as Thomas stood off to the side, tapping his fingers. He was likely communicating with Anna, which may be a good thing, but given the current circumstances, Gavin wasn’t entirely sure if it was. He wanted to be able to rely on Anna, he realized. He felt as if he needed to.

      “Yoran has been off for a while, Gaspar,” he said. “Probably even before I went there.”

      It had to be, especially since there had been activity in the city long before he had gone there. Long enough before that he couldn’t believe that it was all about his presence. For a while, Gavin had allowed himself to think that the increasing use of magic in Yoran was tied to him, but it couldn’t be all about him.

      “There’s been too much activity,” he added. “Even from my presence. And now we might have a dangerous Sul’toral heading toward Yoran.”

      “It is protected,” Gaspar said. “The enchantments prevent anything from happening within the city itself.”

      “They work, but not if you know the trick, and not if you have enough power,” Gavin said. “Unfortunately, there are some who do.” He took a deep breath, and he met Gaspar’s gaze. “I was able to draw on power within the city. And if this Sul’toral is that powerful, I have little doubt they’d be able to do so as well. What I can’t figure out is why attack here.”

      Gavin continued to try to piece together what he knew. None of this fit together in the right way. None of it made much sense.

      “This L’aran had only come after we’d found…”

      Balls.

      “After you found what?” Gaspar urged.

      “The El’aras hall,” Gavin said. It couldn’t be that, could it? “We have to get back to Yoran, but I feel like we need answers.” He squeezed his eyes shut.

      Thomas stiffened, and he turned away from them, continuing to tap at his side.

      “What’s he doing?” Imogen asked.

      “Making preparations,” Gavin said. “Like we need to.”

      He watched the El’aras, who was probably trying to alert Anna. She was the Risen Shard, and the Shard before her was supposed to have defeated the Sul’toral once already. It would likely make her some sort of target. Either that, or she was supposed to find whatever the Sul’toral wanted.

      “Are you sure about this, boy?” Gaspar asked, his voice soft.

      “Not really. I don’t want to be gone from Yoran longer than we already have been, even if for a little while, but I have a feeling it won’t take me long to find Jayna. But the city also needs to be warned. Preparations need to be made, and…” He looked over to Timo. “Honestly, I’m not sure it’s a good idea that everybody goes.”

      Gaspar held his gaze. “I agree. Then you should be the one.”

      “I’m not in the best shape right now,” Gavin admitted. “I could use help.”

      Gaspar looked as if he wanted to say something snarky, but he simply nodded.

      “We will protect the city until you return,” Imogen said. “If it involves finding the storied Thirteen, then we must.”

      There was something more to it than what she said.

      “I don’t want you too eager to take on a sorcerer,” Gavin said.

      “Not eager,” Imogen said quietly. “It is only that the Thirteen are the reason my people…” She shook her head, looking over to Timo. “It is the reason for our bond quest.”

      Gavin watched her for a long moment, then turned his attention to Thomas.

      There was something almost unknowable in his eyes, something Gavin couldn’t quite read. Was it concern? Maybe it was curiosity. Or maybe it was an eagerness for the fight, the possibility he would have a sorcerer he could take on, one he would not have to regret killing. That he could confront the sorcerer who should’ve long ago been dead.

      Worse, Gavin worried that Thomas saw this all as some part of a prophecy.
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      The paper dragon flew steadily forward, making its way north. Gavin held tightly to its back, watching the landscape sweep past them. There was a part of him that remained on edge, concerned about leaving Imogen, Timo, and Thomas behind, but the three of them had another mission—one that Gavin couldn’t be a part of until he had more information.

      The air was cool and crisp, smelling slightly of the trees below, reminding him of the border forest along the edge of Yoran. He tried to ignore the familiarity of it, along with the strange draw that seemed to compel him, as if it were calling to him.

      He shifted, reaching for the power within himself, though the core reserves were still more faint than usual. Incomplete, if anything.

      Gaspar leaned over his shoulder, pressing close to him. His breath was hot in Gavin’s ears. “Do you think it’s going to be easy to find her, boy?”

      Gavin shook his head. “Not easy. And I can imagine her irritation with me even trying.”

      Gaspar grunted, leaning back. “The last time we saw her—”

      “I recall what happened the last time we saw her,” Gavin said. “I remember nearly dying.”

      “And I remember you gaining that.” He reached over, motioning to the ring on Gavin’s finger.

      Gavin twisted it absently, as he occasionally did, feeling for a steady energy within himself. It should be a simple matter for him to summon the power from the ring. Anna had been working with him, guiding him to learn how to tap into that power he possessed, but the sh’rasn, as well as all the effort he’d expended fighting the enchantments, had drained him. Strangely, he didn’t feel as tired as he would’ve expected.

      “Something is bothering you,” Gaspar said.

      “It’s my core reserves.”

      “Magic, boy. You might as well call it magic.”

      Gavin shrugged. “Fine. It’s my magic. Ever since we faced those enchantments, I haven’t been able to access it the way I should.”

      “You’ve had that same problem before.”

      Gavin had, but that didn’t mean it was expected.

      Gaspar had been with Gavin when he had drained himself, and while he knew what it was like for Gavin, he didn’t fully understand it.

      “There’s something about it that’s different this time.”

      His voice rose slightly at the end as the paper dragon banked off to the side. It was as if the dragon knew exactly where to go. Gavin had tapped on it, but he didn’t have much in the way of his own power to feed into it. Anything that was fueling the dragon now mostly came from how much energy Alana had placed into it, the enchantment she had granted it. Gavin could add to that, but only if he could hold on to his own energy.

      “I took the powder the El’aras use to strengthen themselves,” he explained. “Usually that helps me break through and draw on more strength.”

      “Well, you did have to use quite a bit to bring down some of those creatures.”

      “I did, but I’m also not exhausted the way I should be.”

      Gaspar started to scratch his chin, but the dragon turned slightly, and he grabbed for the creature’s back in a hurried movement.

      “I can see your trouble,” he said.

      “I’m not exactly sure what to make of it.”

      “You might have to ask her,” Gaspar suggested.

      “I don’t know if Anna is going to have an answer,” Gavin said, shrugging.

      “Not her. The one we’re going to see. She has some experience with the power you’re pulling on. She has to know.”

      “Maybe,” Gavin said.

      He shifted on the back of the dragon, leaning over so that he could look outward. In the distance, Nelar came into view. It was about the same size as Yoran, but farther to the north, where the air was more humid, if not hotter. A strange moss covered many of the buildings, and from above, Gavin could make out the central palaces that created a circle near the heart of the city. Since enchanters ruled Nelar, magic wasn’t forbidden, not the way it had been within Yoran. The Society even had an outpost there, but magic wasn’t practiced openly either.

      He considered having the dragon land in the center of the city, but he didn’t want that kind of attention. There was another place he could go to find Jayna.

      He touched the dragon, and he could feel some energy within it.

      They landed on the outskirts of the city, and Gavin tapped on the paper dragon. It took barely more than a few heartbeats before the dragon shrunk down, folding back into its small form. He plucked it off the grassy plain, then stuffed it into his pocket.

      “I don’t care to travel that way,” Gaspar said, “but I have to admit that the magic in it is impressive.”

      “It might be the most impressive magic that I’ve been around,” Gavin said.

      “That’s saying quite a bit from you.”

      Gavin chuckled. “Let’s go to the outpost and get this over with.”

      “That’s the attitude. Let’s get it over with.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Gaspar watched him for a long moment before nodding. “I don’t like this much either, boy. And I don’t like leaving them back there.” He looked behind him, as if he could see Imogen and Timo and Thomas from here.

      “I’m not worried about her.”

      “No? You did just leave her with one of the El’aras—somebody you have stated is one of their most fearsome swordsmen.”

      “He’s more concerned about protecting Anna. Well, honestly, he’s more concerned about the prophecy that involves me.”

      “And what about you? How concerned about this prophecy are you?”

      “I tried to tell myself that I don’t believe in it.”

      “But?” Gaspar said.

      “But there’s a part of me, and maybe more than I want to admit, that worries that regardless of what I want to believe, it’s what others believe that I need to be concerned about.”

      “Look at you, starting to think for yourself.” Gaspar grinned at him. “Can’t say that I blame you, though. What you’re talking about is people reacting because they fear something. They may not know why they fear it, and they may not know if they should, but they react against the thing. Then there are others, those who believe.” He shrugged as they made their way toward the city. “When we dealt with the Society during the war, we had far too many people who followed without question, and we had others who felt as if they had every right to rule—zealots of a sort. Those were the hardest kinds to deal with. I don’t envy what Davel had to do in the days after the war.”

      “Are you giving Davel some respect?”

      “That’s me saying I don’t envy what he had to do, that’s all it is. Don’t you go putting more into it than is there.”

      Gavin chuckled.

      “That’s not all that’s bothering you, is it?”

      Gavin looked over to him. Could it be that Gaspar was really worried about him?

      He let out a long sigh. “I need to learn what it means for me to be El’aras,” he said, picking his words carefully. “I need to understand why he pulled me away.”

      “By ‘he,’ you mean this mysterious Tristan that continues to cause us problems.”

      “There’s nothing mysterious about him,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “He knew something.” And he didn’t know if it was something that Tristan had intentionally kept from him, or if it was simply a matter of not knowing. “And I don’t know what it means for me.”

      Gaspar stopped and turned to him. “Let me tell you the same thing I told Imogen after she completed her bond quest. She was troubled by it. Probably still is, though you know that woman, and you know she’s not going to acknowledge anything like that. Stubborn, she is. Strong. Stronger than almost anybody I’ve ever known. But she has always been driven, ever since I first met her. She had to remain focused. Never told me about the hyadan, at least not like what we faced, but enough so that I understood that she had a purpose.” He smiled tightly. “Something like that can be useful. When I was younger, working with the constables, it was the same sort of purpose most of them had. I didn’t, though. It’s what drove me away…”

      He paused for a long moment, then shook his head and continued. “But now that she finished her task, she’s sort of like you. Feels like she doesn’t have much of a purpose. You have to find your own purpose, boy. Figure out what you want and what’s important to you and stop doing what’s important for someone else.”

      They had reached the edge of the city, and Gavin caught sight of the small stone building of the outpost.

      “You’re just saying that to get rid of me.”

      “Have I given you any impression that I’m ready to get rid of you, boy?”

      Gavin smiled. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not that I wouldn’t be thrilled to have you out of my hair. The city has been far too exciting these days. I’d like to get back to my usual jobs.”

      “You know how rarely I’ve seen you pull one of your jobs,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar shrugged. “Well, you just haven’t been paying attention. Figures.”

      He strode forward, heading toward the outpost, Gavin following behind. As they neared the outpost, Gaspar slowed. A low stone wall surrounded the building. There was no moss running along its surface or on the building itself, and a tingle across Gavin’s skin suggested energy. He couldn’t necessarily see the sorcery used here, but given that it was the Society outpost, he fully expected to find some.

      “Don’t stand back there waiting,” Gaspar said. “We do have something of a time crunch here.”

      Gavin took a deep breath, focusing deep within himself. There had to be some way for him to pull on the core reserves, but he couldn’t gather them to him.

      He tried, straining, but…

      A burst of cold washed along his skin.

      It was sudden, severe, and it came with a strange tensing of the ring.

      Gavin opened the door without waiting. When he stepped inside the Society outpost, he froze.

      There was a distinct energy here, but he didn’t see anyone. A few sculpted enchantments lined the hall. Lanterns glowed with a soft, white light, illuminating enough for him to see. And the sound of voices came from nearby.

      Gavin started forward, and magic wrapped around him. He tried to reach for the power that he needed to break free, but without his core reserves, he wasn’t able to do so.

      He grunted. “Well, maybe this was a mistake.”

      “Come on, boy. Get out of it.”

      Gavin couldn’t even shake his head. “Can’t. Trapped. Not the Chain Breaker without my magic.”

      A tall, slender, redheaded woman emerged from a doorway. As soon as Jayna saw Gavin, the power surrounding him squeezed again.

      It was not the reaction he had expected.

      “I’m not here to fight,” he managed to get out. “Not sure that I could, either.”

      Since he was at the Society outpost, Gavin wondered if there might be something here that could help his magic return. Char, the healer, certainly was powerful. When they had been here before, he had used considerable skill to restore Gaspar.

      “Why are you here?” Jayna snapped, striding forward and stopping across from him. Her eyes were piercing, and the cold sensation surged again. “I thought we dealt with all of this already.”

      “Saved you, remember?”

      She took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. Finally, she shook her head. The invisible power around him retreated, and Gavin could move again.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “We’ve been dealing with some things here. It’s not been easy.”

      “I guess,” Gavin muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. He inhaled, wanting to make sure he could breathe as deeply as he could, and he glanced over to Gaspar. He still hadn’t moved, staying motionless in the doorway. “He’s with me.”

      “He has enchantments on him.”

      “So?”

      She looked over to Gavin, holding his gaze. “Would you care to tell me why you’re here?”

      “I have a question about a Sul’toral.”

      Her eyes widened slightly, and with a flick of her wrist, Gaspar was pulled inward, the door slammed closed, and Gavin had a sudden surge of cold over him again. She was using magic to control all of it, and faster than any sorcerer he had seen. None of it was complicated magic, but it was the way she used it all at one time that impressed him.

      “Why?” she asked, glancing from Gavin to Gaspar.

      “Do you have someplace we can go to talk?”

      “Why?” she said again.

      “Because I might have encountered a Sul’toral recently. At least, the residual power of one.”

      She glanced behind her at Char, who stood in the doorway of what looked to be a library.

      “You wanted to know more,” Char said to her.

      “Not from him,” she said. “I had enough trouble with him the last time I fought him. Gods, Eva had to save me. Had she not been there, he would’ve carved through me.”

      Char’s eyes widened. “Even now?” he asked.

      Jayna twisted the ring on her finger, drawing Gavin’s attention to it. Something had changed about the ring. There was a red hue to it that hadn’t been there before.

      “Maybe not now,” she said, smiling slightly.

      She headed toward the library and stepped inside. Char waited in the doorway. When Gavin approached, he tipped his head to him. As Gaspar arrived, Char’s mouth widened in a smile.

      “How have you been feeling?” he asked.

      “A damn sight better than when I saw you last,” Gaspar muttered.

      Gavin walked into the small library, which was no larger than his room at the Dragon had been. The walls were covered with bookshelves, and thousands of books seemed to be stuffed into them. There were several piles on the ground, with books having fallen off the side, spilling into different areas.

      “Well?” Jayna asked, turning to Gavin.

      He looked around for a place to sit, but there weren’t any. “We think we’re dealing with the Sul’toral by the name of L’aran. Have you heard of him?”

      She looked over to Char. “Have you?”

      “I’ve been keeping a list of names, but that’s not one we’ve encountered.”

      She looked back to Gavin, shaking her head. “No, then we haven’t heard of him. The fact that you’re coming to me about the Sul’toral tells me that you know they aren’t all to be trusted.”

      Gavin snorted. “From what I’ve heard, none of them are to be trusted.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” she said. “Most serve Sarenoth, though. We’re still working on what that means, but we know it has to do with dark magic. Which is what I told you when I saw you last time. I’m trying to learn all that I can so I can stop him, but he’s powerful. More powerful than any single Sul’toral. Well, more powerful than all of the Sul’toral put together.”

      “And a single Sul’toral…”

      “Still dangerous,” she said.

      “Why would one have come near Yoran?”

      She frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know. There were twelve—thirteen, depending on who is telling the story—and I’ve only encountered a few of them.”

      “Not counting the one you serve.”

      “He is… well, I’m not exactly sure what he is. I’m still working on that too.”

      “Is he a dark Sul’toral?”

      She shook her head. “Not that I can tell, but I don’t know. To be honest, everything has become even more confusing since the last time I saw you. I’m afraid I don’t have a whole lot of time to help you, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      Gavin would have welcomed her help, but he understood. “That’s not really why I came. I just wanted to know why one of the Sul’toral would have come.”

      “Probably after something. You have to figure out what they want. And if they’re after something, then you have to keep it from them. If they acquire it…” She shook her head again. “I’ve done all that I can to try to keep the damn Sul’toral from getting free, but somehow, and some way, they keep escaping. Maybe they’ve always been free.” She looked over to Char, and he shrugged. “We don’t know. We’ve been looking into that too.”

      “With Eva?”

      Her expression darkened for a moment. “Eva is preoccupied.”

      She didn’t expand on that more.

      “So you think he is after something. And when he finds it, we will—”

      “You might be attacked. Or you might’ve already been a target.” She frowned at him. “You have a ring. Not necessarily a Toral ring,” she said, looking down at his hand, “but a ring nonetheless. I’m not exactly sure what it is, or what it means, but you might have drawn their attention.”

      Anything that drew Tristan’s attention probably also drew the attention of the Sul’toral, Gavin figured. But maybe that wasn’t it.

      The opening of the El’aras hall was the only thing Gavin could think of.

      And there was something else—a comment Anna had made in passing.

      “What is it, boy?” Gaspar asked, seeing his expression.

      “Boy?” Jayna said, starting to chuckle.

      Gavin ignored it. “I’ve been trying to understand what they might be after. It’s the timing. When we opened the El’aras hall. Anna said there had once been something there. An item of power. What if there still is?” He looked over to Jayna. “We need to get back.”

      “You’re leaving. Good. Like I said, we have been busy here. I’m sorry I can’t help you more.”

      “You did help. But I’m going to have more questions for you when this is over.”

      “About what?”

      “I’d like to know more about the Sul’toral you’ve discovered.”

      She reached down, grabbed a sheet of paper off the ground, and handed it to him. “Here. It’s a copy of our notes. This is what we’ve found so far.”

      Gavin glanced down. There were the names of seven people on there. He looked up at her. “This is it?”

      “I told you, I have been looking into it, but this is as much as we have uncovered so far. There might be more, but…”

      On the page, above the names of all the individuals, was “Sarenoth.” It was the same name Thomas had shared.

      “Maybe you need our help too,” Gavin said.

      “Only if you intend to fight the dark,” she said, her voice soft.

      Gavin turned to Char. “Say, I don’t suppose you might have something that could help me access my magic? I’ve been weakened since dealing with the Sul’toral, and if we’re going to face him again…”

      Jayna frowned, glancing over to Char. “Do you have anything like that?”

      “It depends on what happened to him and what kind of magic we’re talking about.”

      “Well, from what I saw, it’s not sorcery. But he does have the ring, so it’s probably—”

      “El’aras,” Gavin admitted.

      “I see. Well, that would explain it even better. I don’t know much about El’aras magic.” She eyed Char, who shook his head. “But I do know that El’aras magic is intrinsic magic. It means it’s going to—”

      “I understand what intrinsic magic means,” Gavin said.

      She shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to upset you. I just meant it’s a part of you. If they did something to block you, then you have to find a way past it.”

      “I don’t think they did. I think this is something I did.”

      “Something you did?” She furrowed her brow. “You might get tired, but you’d still be able to access your magic.” Jayna glanced at Char. “Make him an elixir. At least, something that might strengthen him.”

      Char got to his feet. “Are you going to threaten me again?” he said to Gavin.

      Gavin shook his head. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “You could have handled yourself differently.”

      “I understand.”

      Char snorted, and then he headed away, leaving them for only a few moments before returning with a vial that he handed to Gavin. “It might help. If nothing else, it should help your physical health, which benefits your intrinsic magic as well.”

      Gavin took the vial and tipped it back, swallowing the contents in a single gulp. It was a little thick, and overall unpleasant.

      Char blinked a few times. “I was going to suggest that you take a single drop.”

      Gaspar laughed. “He doesn’t listen very well.”

      “Thank you,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t feel like I did a whole lot for you,” Jayna said.

      Gavin looked down at the list of names. “Maybe not, but you did help me figure out what I needed to do.”

      “There you go. Then I did help. Now, we need to get back to what we were doing. You’re plenty capable, so I have no doubt you’ll manage your own Sul’toral mess.”

      “My own?”

      Her jaw clenched. “Well, that’s what we’re dealing with here too. That’s why I can’t help. I hope you understand.”

      She and Char turned their attention back to the stack of books.

      Gavin and Gaspar let themselves out of the outpost. They reached the clearing outside of the city, and Gavin tapped on the paper dragon to expand it again.

      “It seems there is a lot more to the world than I knew before,” Gavin muttered as he looked back toward the outpost.

      “We have to take care of our part,” Gaspar said. “And let her take care of hers.”

      “I think it’s all connected.”

      Gaspar grunted. “I’m afraid you’re right. Why don’t we go gather the others and get back to the city so we can stop this Sul’toral from tearing through it.”

      Gavin focused on his core reserves, but he still didn’t feel enough power. Maybe the elixir would eventually help, but for now, it had done nothing. He didn’t feel any different than he had before.

      Still, he would focus and continue struggling to try to call on that power.

      By the time he reached the sorcerer, he was going to have to find that magic within himself, because if he didn’t, Gavin doubted he would be strong enough to stop that power.
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      The dragon soared quickly, wind whipping around Gavin, carrying with it the cool gusts of air. There was something on the wind, an odor that he couldn’t quite place. Whatever it was, Gavin found it unpleasant.

      They had gathered the others as they’d approached Yoran, and now they were situated behind him, none of them speaking. Timo had been the most nervous about climbing on the dragon, but when Imogen had willingly climbed onto it, Timo had followed suit, as if he hadn’t wanted to look bad in front of her.

      And now they traveled at full speed, making their way back to Yoran.

      “I haven’t heard anything from within the city,” Gaspar said.

      “I’m not so sure your enchantments would’ve allowed you to hear anything.” Gavin replied. “That might be why I haven’t heard anything from Wrenlow.”

      “I think you haven’t heard anything from him because he’s been preoccupied,” Gaspar said.

      “Is this your way of getting comfortable with his spending time with Olivia?”

      Gaspar grunted. “I was never uncomfortable with that.”

      “She’s Desarra’s sister.”

      “I’m aware,” Gaspar said.

      “I mean, how old is she?”

      “Careful, boy,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin chuckled. The elixir still hadn’t restored him well enough to call on his magic, so he was trying to keep things light to distract himself. “It’s probably good for Wrenlow to be with somebody older than him, anyway. He needs someone with experience.”

      Gaspar groaned. “I don’t like to think of her like that.”

      “Of having experience, or—”

      “Would you just stop? Gods, you make it hard for a person to want to work with you.”

      Gavin laughed again. “I didn’t think this would disturb you.”

      “You have no idea what I should be disturbed by,” Gaspar said.

      “I have a pretty good idea,” Gavin said. “Besides, she’s been more than happy to spend time with Wrenlow.”

      He looked over to Thomas and found him more at ease atop the paper dragon than before, though he still clenched the dragon with his legs and gripped the thickened paper, holding on to it tightly as if he feared falling.

      “Have you been able to reach her?” Gavin asked him.

      Thomas frowned, his gaze darkening for a moment. “I have been trying to reach the Risen Shard, but have been unsuccessful. In the meantime, I have been thinking through reasons, to come up with what L’aran is after. There would have to be a reason for him to return to this land.”

      “Return?” Gavin asked, arching a brow.

      “The Sul’toral once came through all of these lands,” Thomas said, his voice drifting off. “It is the reason my people departed.”

      Gavin nodded and tapped on the marker Anna had given him, but he didn’t try to power it with any of his core reserves. He took a deep breath, and he tried to access his magic, but he still couldn’t call on it as he normally could. It was almost as if some part of him was restricted.

      “I can’t test it,” he said.

      “Because you expended too much,” Thomas said.

      “I didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

      When he fought, Gavin threw everything he could at each fight. That was the only way he knew how. It might not always be the right decision or the smartest play, but he wasn’t about to lose because he didn’t try.

      “What is that?” Imogen asked, pointing out into the distance.

      Gavin looked down. It was difficult for him to make much of anything out in the growing darkness, and the speed at which the dragon moved also made everything around them a blur. He was tempted to use one of the paper ravens, but given how tired he still was, he didn’t know if that would even work for him. Still, there was something out there. Gavin didn’t know what it was. Flashes came to him, nothing more than that.

      “I don’t think that’s sorcery,” Gavin said.

      Then again, he wasn’t entirely sure. All he could tell was that there was a blur of shadows below, but he couldn’t make out anything else within them.

      Gavin couldn’t see anything, but what could he feel?

      “There’s something there,” Thomas said.

      “It might be another trap,” Timo shouted, trying to get his voice to carry above the wind. “We encountered several traps like that over the years. Never quite as potent. I think they knew I was going to be there, or they were anticipating they were going to have trouble, so they placed more defenses than they normally would have, but…”

      Gavin stared over the side of the dragon, trying to make out anything more in the blurred darkness, but could not. Despite that, he could feel something. Energy, perhaps. Power, certainly. And danger.

      They were still outside Yoran, but they were getting closer.

      “We need to keep moving,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin frowned. “We can’t leave this. If somebody else were to come across it…”

      Gaspar leaned close to him, lowering his voice. “Are you sure you can do anything now?”

      As Gavin attempted to reach for his core reserves again, there was a hint of energy, but it wasn’t the way it should have been. Some part of him resisted. It was as if he fought himself.

      “No,” he muttered.

      He tried once more, thinking that all he had to do was find a way to power through it, but he couldn’t pass beyond whatever barrier seemed to be there. He attempted to use the ring, but even that wasn’t enough.

      “Do you think you can mark this place somehow?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar watched him for a long moment. “Now this place is under your protection?”

      “I’m not trying to put it under my protection,” Gavin said. Even that wasn’t necessarily true. “I’m just not sure that I want to leave danger out here for somebody else to come across. Not if there’s something I can do about it.”

      Gaspar nodded to him. “I might have something.” He started rummaging in his pocket and pulled out a small enchantment. He held it up to show Gavin before tossing it off the side of the dragon.

      “Just like that?” Gavin asked.

      “It should be small enough that it won’t draw much attention. That is, if it doesn’t get picked up by some wild creature.”

      They continued toward the city, and Gavin could feel the energy in the air shift a little. In the distance, he started to see lights. They were twinkling, and yet there was something off about them.

      “Is that your city?” Timo asked.

      Gavin nodded, but he couldn’t help but feel as if something about it wasn’t quite right. He didn’t know why that should be, nor did he know what it was that he detected—only that the sense of it felt strange.

      “I’ve never quite seen it like this.” When Gaspar frowned at him, Gavin shrugged. “Fine. We’ve come toward the city on the dragon, but not from the north.”

      “There was a time when I never even imagined that I would leave the city,” Gaspar said, his voice soft, barely carrying above the sound of the rushing wind. “And then when I was away, learning my trade, I never thought I would return. Time gave me a new perspective. And now this is another one.”

      “It’s quite the city.”

      “It really is,” Gaspar said. “Even when I was gone, my affection for Yoran didn’t change. I just knew I wasn’t going to be able to do what I had trained to do, or help those within the city the way I wanted to.”

      Gavin saw Imogen watching, though she was quiet. She had been there with Gaspar when he had returned, and though he didn’t know much about what had happened to her or Gaspar outside the city, he understood the difficulty in returning to a place you had left.

      As he watched Gaspar, he had the distinct sense that the old thief was trying to tell him something else—some message, or perhaps a lesson.

      Was it a suggestion that Gavin leave?

      After all the time Gavin had spent resisting the thought of leaving Yoran, maybe that was the point Gaspar was trying to reinforce to him: Gavin wasn’t essential. What he needed was to find his own way. His own path. He needed to find himself. Even at his age, he still had to do that.

      Gavin sighed. “I would argue that you going and working with the enchanters helped those within the city a different way.”

      “Maybe,” Gaspar said.

      “What about Desarra?”

      “Desarra views the city in a different way than I do. Like most who are enchanters view the city differently.”

      “Do you want to be a part of changing that?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar eyed him. “What kind of question is that?”

      “It’s a valid one, I think. Do you want to change the way the enchanters view the city, or are you happy with what you have done?”

      “I don’t think I’m the one to move the city beyond what happened,” Gaspar said. “I’m not so sure your friend the constable is, either.”

      “Davel has incorporated the enchanters into the constables.”

      “He’s using them, boy.”

      This time, Gaspar didn’t have to pitch his voice very loud to be heard above the wind. Something within the way he said it was almost haunting, and it carried to Gavin, making it so that he could hear him quite easily.

      “I think they’re using each other,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar frowned. “Maybe.”

      The dragon started to descend as they neared Yoran. The lights within the city seemed even brighter as they approached, but there was also a shimmery quality to the air, as if there was some aspect of the enchantment that shifted what Gavin could make out clearly.

      “If I’m seeing this right, the enchantment is still holding,” he said.

      “Did you think they would have brought it down so quickly?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin looked over to Timo, and he pressed his lips together. He didn’t know enough about this Sul’toral, but he was incredibly powerful. He had seen enough while fighting the enchanted creatures outside the city that he believed that.

      “Somebody with the kind of power we faced when we first encountered Timo and Imogen would be able to tear through the protection enchantments here,” Gavin said.

      He wasn’t even sure if the paper dragon was going to be able to penetrate those enchantments. When they had departed Yoran, they had avoided them by taking off beyond the perimeter of the enchantments, but there was the possibility that they would have to fly through them now.

      With the full connection to his power, Gavin wouldn’t be as concerned about it. He could push some of his core reserves into the paper dragon, which might be able to ensure they made it into the city safely. Without that, he was at the mercy of whatever power Alana had.

      But then, he had seen her using her enchanted paper ravens inside the city. Maybe it wouldn’t matter. He leaned forward and tapped on the dragon.

      “We should be ready as soon as we land,” he said to the others.

      “Nothing seems off,” Gaspar said, looking around.

      Imogen watched him, and there was a hint of darkness in her eyes.

      Gavin nodded. “Nothing obvious.” At least nothing he could identify. “And that worries me. It should worry all of us.”

      He continued to look down at the landscape below him, struggling to try to find the connection to the power that existed within himself, but he could not. It might be there, but it was difficult enough for him to reach that he could not find the depths of that magic.

      The dragon continued to streak over the darkened ground, and Gavin did not notice anything amiss. He tapped on the coin in his pocket, wondering if there might be something that Anna could share with him, but even that wasn’t helpful. He glanced over to Gaspar, who sat quietly, though there was a soft worry burning in his eyes that Gavin felt too.

      The dragon moved steadily forward, finally slowing to circle around the perimeter of Yoran.

      “We must move more quickly,” Thomas said.

      Gavin looked over to him, and he shook his head. “If we try to rush through the protections around the city, it’s possible the dragon won’t be able to pierce them. I don’t know what would happen to us then,” he said, while Thomas clenched his jaw. “Anna is capable.”

      The El’aras looked over to Gavin. “She is, but she is not fully prepared.”

      He frowned at him. “I thought she was the Risen Shard.”

      Thomas snorted. “You say that as if you understand what it means.”

      “I understand what I saw in the El’aras hall beneath the city.”

      “That is just the beginning. She has trained from a young age to understand the power she possesses. Our Seers have identified her as one who can keep the people united. She has an obligation to them. To all of the people.”

      Gavin had seen that from Anna, and he knew that she wouldn’t abandon her responsibility. But that wasn’t what seemed to be worrying Thomas.

      “She’s powerful,” he said.

      “There are other greater powers in the world,” Thomas said. “The Sul’toral is but one of them.” His gaze drifted down to the ring Gavin wore. “There are others. Ways of accessing that power that are distinct. And we are woefully unprepared for the dangers that we once understood well.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Thomas regarded him for a long moment. “My people had a way of defending ourselves. Something that was lost to time, but also because of disuse. We did not have the same need as we did during the war. When the Sul’toral were bound, imprisoned, and kept from this world, there was no more need for that.”

      “For what?”

      Thomas shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Gavin had a sense from him that it very much did.

      As the dragon turned toward the city, Gavin could practically feel the enchantments around it. Thankfully, they had held, but for how much longer? He didn’t know whether there was a danger threatening Yoran, only that he suspected one. If the Sul’toral was coming here, targeting the city and whatever the El’aras hall hid, there would be a greater attack.

      “As soon as we penetrate the barrier around the enchantments, the dragon might descend faster than we want,” he cautioned.

      “Then we need to be ready,” Gaspar said. “When we get inside the city, we can call the kid. He has to know something.”

      Gavin tapped on the dragon, and they headed straight for the city. As soon as they did, he felt the effect of the barrier enchantment. Once the dragon struck the enchantment, it started shrinking.

      Gavin tried to push energy out through himself, to focus on his core reserves to add as much power as he could to the dragon. He began to feel something come from him, but it was not quick enough.

      The dragon began hurtling downward.

      “Hold on,” he said, glancing to the others with him.

      They were still quite a ways above the ground, higher than what Gavin thought they’d be able to survive. Thankfully, the dragon seemed to draw upon a different energy, something more than what he expected, and managed to withstand the descent. It shrunk, but it didn’t plummet to the ground uncontrollably.

      He could feel Gaspar get closer, Thomas press up against him, even Imogen and Timo squeeze against his back—an awareness of all of them that was far greater than what Gavin had when they had been traveling together before.

      They all clutched the dragon, and Gavin suddenly felt power nearby, the cold wash of magic working over him. He turned to see Thomas glowing softly, tapping on the dragon, using his El’aras connection to ensure they didn’t crash into the ground too rapidly.

      The dragon’s wings only clipped a granary, barely missing it. Gavin exhaled, thankful they avoided catching it. As they descended, Thomas’s magic kept the dragon relatively stable—for now—as they dropped quickly to the ground.

      As soon as they landed, Gavin rolled off the side of the dragon. The others followed.

      He got to his feet and nodded to Thomas. “Thank you.”

      “I still do not detect her,” Thomas said.

      “I have the enchantment she gave me. Maybe we can use that to track her.”

      Thomas shook his head. “It does not work like that. She would not give you a means to find her.”

      Gavin frowned in thought for a second. Would the ring work?

      He tried to draw upon the energy of the ring, thinking through all the lessons Anna had taught him about using its power. Lessons that he now had to question, wondering why she would’ve wanted him to understand that magic. He ignored those doubts. At this point, he needed to use the power, regardless of her motivations.

      But it wasn’t there for him.

      He had the sh’rasn, but he wasn’t going to use that either.

      Not unless he needed to.

      He wasn’t helpless. He still had his fighting ability.

      Maybe that was why Tristan had trained him the way he had. He had wanted Gavin to be able to fight, to handle threats, without relying on those core reserves.

      Still, there was a danger in fighting sorcery without magic. It left him at the mercy of whatever sorcerer they might encounter and the power they might have. He had to hope that his allies, and their potential, would be enough to counter what they came across.

      And he had to hope that what he had learned—not only from Imogen but in the time since he had left Tristan—would enable him to survive something that he had no right to survive.

      He pulled the paper ravens out of his pocket. Hopefully, they still had enough power within them. He would need to use everything they had. He would need to draw on all of that energy, on everything those ravens could do, and use their connection to see the city and the dangers within it. Gavin could do that much, at least.

      As he tapped on them, they expanded. Again he realized that Alana must’ve used some of her power to ensure that the enchantments would still work despite the protections around Yoran.

      He leaned forward and whispered to them. “Circle the city.”

      He hadn’t been sure if it would work, but they took off, and an image formed in his mind—one of the city, gradually getting smaller and smaller as the ravens gained altitude.

      Gavin would hold that image in his mind.

      “I guess it’s time for us to head toward the El’aras hall, find the Sul’toral, and destroy him,” he told the group.

      Timo seemed almost excited. Eager.

      That worried Gavin.

      People who wanted a fight were often the worst in a fight.

      Then there was Imogen, who was watching Timo. Gavin couldn’t quite tell from her expression, as she often maintained a neutral appearance, but she seemed bothered as well.

      Thomas was mostly unreadable, though. Anxious. That was the only way Gavin could describe him. Anxiety about what had happened, and whether they would find any way to help Anna.

      It was an anxiety that Gavin was starting to share.
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      They took a direct route through the city. Every so often, Gavin would pause, focusing on the ravens and using what he could see from them, then move forward again. So far, he hadn’t noticed anything unexpected, other than the quiet of the city. It was as if Yoran itself held its breath, knowing that something had happened here—or was going to.

      Imogen and Gaspar had split off to gather additional help from the enchanters, leaving him with Timo and Thomas. Gavin wanted to alert Davel, but he wasn’t sure how, and he hadn’t seen any constables.

      “It is time that you understand what we will find,” Thomas said, jaw clenched slightly. He was fidgeting, his fingers twisting, his back straight and stiff.

      “More about the prophecy?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Not the prophecy. I spoke before of the Sul’toral. How they were defeated.”

      “You also said how they should be dead.”

      “Some should be, but not all were killed. Others were imprisoned.” He frowned. “Or so we thought. Perhaps we have been wrong. Or perhaps they escaped.”

      “I saw the prophecy and the writing, so I suspected.”

      “Places like this were once strongholds. They were designed to protect against powers like the ones the Sul’toral summoned. And they had items that could do so.”

      “Items?”

      “Items that called their power. And that could call other powers.”

      “Let me guess, one of these items is here?”

      Gavin could easily imagine the Sul’toral chasing something like that. Had he known, he never would’ve left the city in the first place.

      No. That wasn’t true. He would’ve gone to help Imogen. She was part of his team. She needed him.

      “I heard the Risen Shard speak of something before I departed,” Thomas said. “It is what she wanted to talk to you about. What she feared.” He looked over to Gavin, and it seemed that he still debated how much to share. “The item is known as a taveran. A powerful device, and if the Sul’toral acquires it, he will become even stronger.”

      “That would’ve been helpful information to have earlier,” Gavin said.

      “She did not think it was here in Yoran.”

      Gavin tapped on his side. He had been trying his different enchantments since arriving in the city, attempting to reach Davel, Wrenlow, or Anna, but none of them had worked.

      At least with Davel, there was a hint of static that left Gavin hoping that it might connect.

      It bothered him that he couldn’t reach Wrenlow.

      It bothered him that he couldn’t reach anyone.

      “Let’s assume this item is here,” he said. “Let’s assume we need to get to it before he does. And…” He paused as he looked over to Thomas. “I think we have to assume that Anna went after it. That might be why you can’t reach her.”

      Thomas frowned. “That has been my concern as well.”

      He fell silent.

      They walked on for a while, and Timo glided up to Gavin. “So, who exactly are you? I don’t know anything about you,” he said. His voice was tight, but far more casual than Thomas had sounded. “How do you know my sister?”

      “We’ve done work together,” Gavin said.

      “What kind of work did you do?”

      “He’s a killer,” Thomas said. Gavin glared at him, and he shrugged. “There is no shame in that. It is an honorable line of work.”

      Timo’s eyes widened. “The El’aras have assassins?”

      “Some. They are rare, and it has been some time since we’ve needed them.”

      “Since the war?”

      “Yes. It was before my time,” Thomas said. “But memories of the war remain. There are those who strain to keep those memories alive.”

      Gavin nodded. “I understand people valuing what happens in the past and wanting to re-create it. I have some experience with that myself.”

      “There are always those who enjoy fighting. Those who view it as a necessary evil and want to ensure that violence is perpetuated,” Thomas went on. “And there are those who oppose it.” He looked over to Gavin, and the brightness in his eyes told Gavin all he needed to know about which one he thought Anna was. “The war was a time of darkness. Those who encouraged that violence lived in the darkness. And relished it.”

      They paused at an intersection, and Gavin saw nothing. He wished his enchantments would work so that he could see more clearly, but even those enchantments had remained diminished since he had arrived.

      Something about what Thomas said bothered Gavin. Maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe there was nothing to it. But knowing that there had been El’aras assassins before him left him with questions. Tristan was at least part El’aras, but why have an assassin who was part El’aras?

      “How sure are you that the assassins are gone?” he asked Thomas.

      He frowned, and there was a bit of darkness in his eyes. “They are gone. There has been no need for them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We would know.”

      Gavin looked along an alleyway they passed, though he didn’t see anything.

      Where were the constables and the enchanters?

      “So my mentor, a man you know as Tristan, doesn’t have the skill set of an El’aras assassin?”

      “He was not of a family,” Thomas said.

      It was comments like these that made it even more likely that Tristan was a part of this mysterious and hidden assassin society that still existed within the El’aras. At least, Gavin believed one existed within the El’aras. Why not somebody who was part El’aras too?

      “He might not have been of a family, but he knew things.”

      Including how to find Gavin when his parents had had died. There was much about Gavin’s own history that he didn’t know, questions he had not asked when he should have, and answers that he increasingly felt he needed to find.

      And as he looked at Thomas, he couldn’t help but wonder whether he knew those answers.

      “Maybe there is more here that I should learn about,” Gavin said.

      “You have rebuffed any attempt to learn about your heritage.”

      “I rebuffed nothing. I simply acknowledge that there is no point in spending time with the people who want nothing to do with me.”

      Thomas frowned. “I believe she has offered that to you.”

      “I think she did so because she wasn’t sure what to do with me otherwise.”

      “The Risen Shard does not do anything without planning ahead.”

      “Why do you say that?” Gavin asked.

      “Because she does not.”

      Gavin chuckled. “If you say so. I don’t know her nearly as well as you do.” He glanced over to Timo and arched a brow, and Timo just furrowed his. Gavin shook his head. “Maybe you don’t know. Anyway, I wasn’t implying that the two of you were together,” he said quickly. “I was just saying that you have worked with her and served her for a long time, so that would give you a clear understanding of who she is.”

      “That is true enough,” Thomas replied.

      “Which is all I’m trying to say,” Gavin said. “But—”

      Thomas turned away, and he marched off down the street, leaving Gavin and Timo watching.

      “Is there a reason you don’t care for him?” Timo asked.

      “It’s not that I don’t care for him,” Gavin said. “In fact, I think he’s probably one of the most formidable opponents I’ve ever faced.”

      “Opponents?”

      “For a while,” Gavin said. “But we share a common goal these days.”

      “What goal is that?”

      “I thought I knew,” Gavin said, watching Thomas as he made his way along the street. “But maybe I don’t.”

      He hurried to catch up to Thomas. “Come on. It’s not much farther.”

      Gavin felt a sense of cold wash over him. It was magic that came from all around him, but he wasn’t sure why he would feel it so distinctly. He focused on the paper ravens, but they didn’t show him anything. It was almost as if they could not.

      He had to find the answers somehow. He continued staring through the birds, at the images they showed, trying to uncover the answers that he knew had to be out there, but saw nothing.

      The cold sensation was building, which worried him. Gavin wished that he had better access to his core reserves so that he might be able to feel more than simply the presence of magic around him, but that was about all he could do. Nothing more than that.

      He continued to turn in place as he took in the sights and sounds around him. The streets were quiet. No one was out. Lantern lights glowed, though they seemed dimmer than he remembered. The air also had a strange quality to it.

      Gavin nodded to Thomas. “We are going to have to rely on what you can sense because I don’t detect anything. Not anymore. Perhaps I can in time. Right now…”

      It had been a while since he had managed to find any power within himself. There was a hint of it bubbling deep within him, though he had avoided reaching for that power, worried about what he might do if he were to call on it.

      “You really overexerted yourself,” Thomas said.

      “This feels different, though I did what was necessary. If I hadn’t pushed the way I had, I don’t know what would’ve happened.” Gavin cocked his head to the side, turning and focusing. “I feel…”

      Nothing. He could feel nothing. This despite how he tried, and how he attempted to see if he could come up with an answer. Distantly, he probed, trying to reach for magic, for the power that was there, but he found nothing.

      Timo turned in place. He had a stiffness to his posture that Gavin never saw with Imogen. She was fluid, almost impossibly graceful in a way that only the most skilled sword fighters ever became. Timo did not have that. Gavin had seen him in a fight, though, so he knew that he was skilled, but he suspected that Timo’s skill was not nearly as impressive as what Imogen possessed.

      A burst of light appeared in the sky.

      “What was that?” Timo asked.

      Gavin stared into the distance, and he couldn’t see or feel anything, though it seemed to him that the power exploded well within the boundaries of the enchantments that should be protecting the city.

      He turned his attention to the ravens. He could see through them, but incorporating what they could see was difficult.

      And then he realized why that was.

      There was a blur that surrounded the entire city.

      It wasn’t the enchantments that Davel had placed. It was something else, something powerful—and it was all around Yoran.

      “Sorcery,” he whispered.

      The others looked over to him.

      “I can feel it,” he said. “The ravens see it. The city is surrounded.”

      “Toral?” Timo asked.

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t know, I can’t tell. We need to move quickly to get to this taveran that’s hiding in the city before the Sul’toral does.”

      “You will not use it,” Thomas said.

      “I don’t intend to use it. I never wanted power.”

      “You just claimed it.”

      “Tell me again why you were in the city?” Gavin glanced down briefly to his sword, to the ring, then back up to Thomas. “That’s right. You were trying to get to these before me, weren’t you?”

      He frowned. “You do not get to make accusations like that.”

      “Here’s the deal,” Gavin said. “I know you don’t trust me. And if I’m honest, I’m not sure if I should trust you.” They had fought side by side before, which made it stranger that Gavin would make this accusation. “But right now, I don’t intend to betray you. Or her. I don’t care about this prophecy. When this is all over, I’m going to get Anna back here, and we’re going to start working through this prophecy, what it means for me, and why you both felt the need to keep from me all the details involved in it.”

      Thomas studied him. “I will not allow you to harm my people.”

      “I’m not going to cause any harm to your people. Your people are my people.”

      “You will never be one of my people,” Thomas muttered.

      Light bloomed again, this time all around the city. Gavin didn’t need to feel the cold washing over him to know what it was, or where it was coming from.

      Sorcerers around the city were attacking.

      He could feel them targeting the enchantments. If they managed to knock down the protections surrounding the city, the sorcerers would converge. This was the one thing Davel had been afraid of.

      Gavin didn’t know if he was responsible for what had happened—he couldn’t know. The only thing he was certain of was that he was somehow tied to it, through the El’aras, but were they here because of him, or because of something much older?

      Gavin spotted the familiar home at the end of the street, near the edge of the forest. It always came back to this structure and the power within it—the place Cyran had called his own when he had been in the city.

      As he neared, he stared at the building, watching as the light glowed from it, trying to understand if there was something from within the building itself to be concerned about or whether it was simply the power used here. A burst of light emanated from inside. Energy spilled outward, leaving Gavin feeling as if there was something there that he might not be able to face.

      He nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      Gavin approached the house carefully, his sword in hand, and tried to tap into that hidden reserve of power, but he had spent too much. It felt as if he had been away from here for weeks, though it had not been that long. Something about the house itself left Gavin feeling on edge, a sense of unease that worked through him.

      Power continued to explode around the city. The ravens circled overhead, though he began to question how much longer they would be able to do so. Eventually, their power would wane, and even Alana couldn’t hold them in the sky indefinitely.

      For now, he benefited from seeing the images they offered. He thought that he would be able to tell if the sorcerers succeeded in penetrating the enchantments. It didn’t seem as if they had. Yet.

      They did not have much time, though.

      Gavin stayed focused on what he needed to do.

      Reach the El’aras hall. Find the taveran. Stop the Sul’toral.

      If he could get the taveran, he might be able to do that.

      Only, he didn’t have any power now. He felt empty. Weak.

      Gavin had grown increasingly accustomed to accessing power. It was a strange transition for him. He had gone from never wanting anything to do with magic to possessing it himself. And now he couldn’t imagine functioning without it.

      It seemed strange that should be the case.

      Thomas, on the other hand, didn’t have the same limitation. His sword blazed with a pale-blue light, showing just how powerful and connected he was to his own reserves. As Thomas poured that power out from him, Gavin wondered if he might be able to learn anything about how the El’aras warrior used his power. Gavin needed to better understand his own connection to that magic. Even though Anna had been working with him, he questioned just how much she really wanted to help him.

      “I feel something,” Timo said.

      The light spilling up from within the house served as a beacon, as if calling to Gavin. There came a feeling of movement around him, as if shadows were shifting. Something deep inside Gavin changed, a thundering sort of power that hammered inside his chest, filling him with the energy of it.

      Not a beacon to him, he realized.

      To the sorcerers surrounding the city.

      Some of them would have to be Toral. Maybe all of them.

      “Be ready,” he said.

      He glanced over to the other two, but neither of them paid him any attention. Thomas had turned, facing the outer edge of the forest, and Timo was striding down the street. Both of them must have already realized what was happening, likely before even Gavin had.

      He didn’t care much for that. He was accustomed to being the one to detect things far more easily than others. That he had not irritated him, and it compounded the frustration he already felt from not being able to access his magic easily.

      The elixir had refreshed him, strengthening his physical body, but it had not opened him back up to his core reserves the way he had hoped, and the way he suspected Jayna believed it would. He could fight with or without his sword, but without magic, he would be at a significant disadvantage.

      Facing a Sul’toral without it felt like fighting a dozen attackers with no training.

      But then, Gavin had been through that, as well.

      It was all part of Tristan’s way of training him, to ensure he had the knowledge and skill that Tristan believed necessary for him to fight. There had been too many times when Tristan had told him to fight several men at one time using skills he had not yet learned.

      Why should this be any different?

      He didn’t have to rely on magic to be the fighter he was.

      He squeezed the sword. He could feel something in the air.

      Enchantments.

      Those were the shadowy forms he felt. He had seen enchantments like this before.

      “Great,” he said, groaning.

      When the first of the enchantments emerged from the forest, Thomas jumped forward. He attacked swiftly, his blade sweeping in a blur of speed and violence, and he carved the stone creature in half.

      Timo lurched ahead, his own sword flowing in the patterns that Gavin believed were tied to his own connection to magic, something about the way the Leier operated giving him strength and speed. Timo worked quickly with his sword, cutting through another of the stone enchantments.

      Gavin watched, but he didn’t have much time.

      Something swooped toward him. He reacted, thinking it was one of the darklings, but instead it was another enchantment.

      This one seemed to be made of stone too, or maybe thick paper. He hacked at it with his sword, to cut it out of the sky so it couldn’t attack him. As he brought the blade around, he connected, feeling the power within the creature struggling against him. He had to tell himself that it wasn’t a living being.

      He could feel the magic coursing through this creature. And all he had was his sword.

      But Gavin didn’t need magic to defeat magic. He knew other techniques, even specific ones that were designed to handle this kind of thing. Why shouldn’t he take advantage of that now?

      He jumped and flipped in the air, bringing the sword around in the curving arc of one of the Leier patterns. After he cut through the flying enchantment, Gavin swung toward another creature. This one was about his height, looking somewhat humanoid, though blockier. He swept through it, again using the Leier pattern, and he felt something surge and reverberate within him. It was almost as if using the Leier technique connected him once again to his core reserves of power.

      He had to stop thinking about it like that. They weren’t reserves of anything. They were simply his own storehouse of magic.

      His magic.

      Gavin danced, his blade a blur. This was something he could do. This was something he was ready for, had trained for. And the kind of fighting he needed to be a part of. He had his own strength, his own skill, and he added the lessons that he had learned recently, including the Leier patterns, to cut through each attacker. Every time Gavin came upon another one, he felt the energy continuing to build around him.

      He reached Thomas. “We have to get back to the building and suppress the beacon,” he said.

      “Beacon?” Thomas asked, his blade carving through one of the stone creatures that looked something like a cat, though about ten times the size of any cat Gavin had ever seen. “What sort of beacon are you talking about?”

      “The light near the home. That’s a beacon. I think it’s calling these enchantments to it and probably alerting the other sorcerers attacking outside the city.”

      “What do you propose?”

      Gavin darted forward, sweeping his blade through a series of movements, carving through the stone enchantments coming toward them from the forest.

      He had to get back into the El’aras hall to keep the Sul’toral from this taveran.

      He was El’aras. He might even be this champion.

      “We go through the house and into the tunnels.”

      “Unless that’s where they want you to be.”

      Gavin glanced over to Thomas, frowning. “You think they’re trying to drive us there?”

      “I’m saying that it’s a possibility. If this is all some attempt to bring power to Yoran, then you must at least consider the possibility that they’re trying to lead you to that place.”

      “Or they’re trying to bring others here,” Gavin said.

      “I doubt they care much about others. It’s you. The ring. The blade. And the taveran. All would be powerful, especially together.”

      Thomas jumped, flipping into the air, fighting with a technique that Gavin recognized. There was something within the style that he had seen before. It was different than what Thomas had used when facing him the last time, though. It was almost as if he had been trying to conceal his fighting prowess before, though Gavin didn’t think that was what it was.

      “Are you just going to stand there?” Thomas asked.

      “I thought I’d have you watch me,” Gavin said, grinning. “Anyway, keep doing what you’re doing. I’m going back to the house to turn off this beacon.”

      Thomas returned to the fighting.

      Gavin backed away but felt another surge, and he realized that the beacon was emitting more power.

      “Balls,” he muttered.

      He looked to the forest. Even more of the enchanted creatures were pouring out of it, not all of them made of stone. Some of them were trees made of tangled branches and wood, some looked to be made out of rock and dirt, and others seemed to be vines that had twisted into shapes.

      Thomas blazed through them, as did Timo, but they weren’t going to be enough.

      Gavin needed to get below, but he couldn’t leave these two to fight alone.

      “I don’t suppose you have any help nearby,” he said.

      “I have been trying to reach her,” Thomas said.

      “We had better be—”

      There came another surge of power.

      This time, Gavin struggled, trying to draw upon the core reserves again, and he began to sweep his blade through the other creatures using the Leier forms. If anything would help him, it would be the magic from those patterns.

      “Do not fight it,” Thomas said. “It takes time to recover.”

      “And what if it doesn’t?” Gavin asked.

      He darted forward, blocking one of the stone creatures from bringing a strange tree down on Thomas’s head.

      Gavin spun through a series of patterns, using the blade to carve through one small weasel-like creature, kicking at another, and immediately wishing he hadn’t. It felt as if he had kicked a boulder. He had trained to fight people, others of similar skill or greater, not strange enchantments like this.

      “It wasn’t just the sh’rasn,” Gavin muttered. It was the ring that had drained him too.

      And there was only so much that Jayna’s healing could do for him.

      “We need to get into the building. Stay ahead of them,” he said.

      Somehow, he was going to have to seal off the building once they were inside. If he could get into the El’aras hall, Gavin had to believe that they could keep others from reaching them.

      In the distance, it seemed as if Timo was managing better than Gavin expected. Despite the rigidity to his movements, it didn’t seem to slow him much. Even though he didn’t have the same fluidity that Imogen did, their own fighting styles worked well for each of them.

      “Once we reach the door, we can seal it off,” Gavin said to Thomas. They could keep these enchantments from chasing them, but it did nothing for those still in the city.

      He tried again to reach Davel through the enchantment. “If you’re there, send enchanters and constables to the border of the city with everything you have. I’m going down into the old Triad structures, and I’m going to stop the person responsible for this attack.”

      There was a crackle in response.

      Maybe that was something? He didn’t know. It could just be empty static.

      Gavin whistled for Timo. Timo glanced back, darting through a series of patterns Gavin had seen Imogen using. He was almost as skilled as her.

      Several enchantments surged after Timo as he ran to catch up to Gavin.

      Gavin jumped forward. The suddenness of his movement drew several of the enchantments toward him. He followed with a series of Leier patterns as both Timo and Thomas joined him.

      They created a buffer around him, and together they held the enchantments at bay.

      Now was Gavin’s chance.

      He darted toward the building, and something sizzled along his skin as he neared it. Energy coursed and filled him. It seemed as if some barrier attempted to push him back and prevent him from reaching his access point.

      If he wasn’t so concerned about these enchantments, he would have gone to one of the other places in the city that would allow him to connect with the tunnels from elsewhere, but he didn’t have time.

      “Thomas, I need your help.”

      Thomas grunted. “I’m busy with the last favor you asked of me.”

      “I need your magic to get through some barrier that’s here. I’ll help Timo.”

      Gavin darted forward, fighting off the creatures while he shoved Thomas behind him.

      “Hit the building and see if you can blast through it with your El’aras magic,” he instructed.

      Gavin was tempted to take more of the sh’rasn. At this point, what would it hurt? He was already tapped out, and he needed access to more power. The sh’rasn was his way to that power.

      But not yet.

      Assuming he reached the Sul’toral, Gavin would need to have access to all the potential power he had available to him.

      Thomas turned away, and Gavin continued fighting. As he spun, carving through one enchantment after another, he watched Thomas approach the building. Power exploded from him. There was something in the way that Thomas brought his sword around that reminded Gavin of the Leier pattern, but when he struck it at the barrier, nothing changed.

      “Timo, go and help him.”

      “I don’t have magic,” Timo said.

      “You don’t, but your patterns do. Go.”

      Timo frowned, and he shook his head. “My patterns are nothing but the style we’ve learned from birth.”

      “A style that calls upon some deep-seated power,” Gavin said. “I could go, but I’m not sure I have the same precision you do.”

      And if there was anything he knew about specific aspects of power, it was that precision mattered. Gavin might know the Leier patterns, he might be able to spar with Imogen and Timo, but knowing the techniques and using them with the same precision as the others were two very different things.

      And there was another problem Gavin had. He’d trained so much and with so many different styles that he too often let that creep into his sword work.

      Timo headed away and started fighting, using his sword in his patterns. The sudden burst of power was incredible, and when he struck the barrier, there came a flash of sparks.

      Gavin had to focus as the enchantments started to surround him.

      He jumped, but his jump didn’t have the same power it normally did. When he landed near Thomas and Timo, he was not able to fight nearly as well as he would’ve been able to before. He swept his blade in an arc, trying to keep the ring of separation around them to offer any protection he could so that the creatures couldn’t get too close, but there were too many. The beacon calling them was too powerful.

      “Whatever you’re going to do has to be done soon,” Gavin said.

      Timo glanced over to him. “I’m afraid you have overestimated my ability.”

      “I haven’t. And I haven’t overestimated Thomas either.”

      One of the creatures surged toward him, and Gavin reacted by darting forward to thrust his blade into it. The creature pushed back against him, so he forced himself forward, trying to drive toward it, using everything in his ability to do so. When he did, he could feel some aspect shifting.

      Some power rose within him, and then…

      He started to stumble.

      A thundering sound surrounded them. Gavin looked up, thinking he might have to face more of the enchantments, and braced for it. He had no idea if he was going to have the energy necessary to handle more at this point. He might be tapping out his strength like he’d tapped out his core reserves.

      There was another burst from somewhere beyond the city. The sorcerers pushed their attack, and more enchantments pressed in on him. Gavin tried to look through the ravens’ eyesight, but each time he wanted to shift his focus toward that, he was distracted from it.

      He wanted to know if the sorcerers breached the protections around Yoran, but maybe he would have to rely on the others in the city doing what they were trained to do. Davel would know about the attack. The bloom of light would have exposed the sorcerers’ presence around the city, and would have revealed their intent to break through the barrier.

      Which meant Gavin had to focus on what he could here.

      This was where he had to fight. He had to finish what he could. Get into the El’aras hall. Find the taveran.

      It repeated itself like a chant in his mind.

      He had to keep focused.

      Another burst of cold magic washed over him. Gavin looked up, expecting more enchantments to come surging toward them. Instead, figures emerged from the trees.

      El’aras.

      “Tell me they’re with you,” Gavin said.

      Thomas looked over his shoulder, and he frowned. “No. They are not.”

      Gavin took a deep breath, turning his attention back to the stone enchantments, and sighed. “I was afraid of that.”

      Sorcerers, Toral, Sul’toral.

      Why not El’aras to add to it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      His strength was flagging, and Gavin struggled to keep his blade moving, knowing that was the only way he was going to be able to get through this. He thought about dropping the sword in favor of his fists, but he still believed there was power in the Leier techniques. If he could summon that power, he might be able to use that to overwhelm the attack.

      Power pulsated around him like a drumbeat, and the summons that radiated and called to these creatures were significant, as if demanding they come to serve.

      Gavin strained to ignore it, and he crashed into one of the enchantments, then another, driving his blade into them. Thankfully, none of them were like the most challenging of the enchantments that they had faced outside the city. So far, none of them had recovered each time they were carved through. Each of these dissolved into ash or mush or dust, disappearing in a cloud. Even as the trio fought through them, there was still enough difficulty in defeating them that Gavin didn’t know if they were going to be able to withstand the continued attack.

      And then there were the El’aras who marched forward.

      Gavin prepared to call Thomas and Timo to him, knowing that they had to abandon their attempt at the barrier so they could prepare for what was coming.

      The first of the El’aras reached the enchantments—a tall, slender woman with long, flowing golden hair and crystal-blue eyes that looked cold. She had high cheekbones and a sharp jawline, and her blade wasn’t slender like that of the Leier, but it glowed softly with the same blue light of Thomas’s sword.

      She swept it forward, and Gavin brought his own sword up, ready to block.

      But he didn’t need to.

      She carved into one of the enchanted creatures.

      All of the El’aras began to attack the enchantments.

      “Maybe they are with you,” Gavin said, glancing over to Thomas.

      “They are not.”

      Within moments, the fighting eased, the enchantments destroyed, and though the pulsating pressure continued to build from the beacon, there was no further onslaught of those enchantments coming toward them. What other enchantments came from the forest were destroyed by the El’aras.

      The woman strode up to Gavin, glancing from him to Thomas.

      “Are you here to fight?” Gavin asked.

      “We felt the call.”

      He frowned, shifting and positioning himself near Thomas. He didn’t necessarily want to protect the El’aras warrior, but he was fighting at Gavin’s side, and regardless of the tension that had been between them, Thomas was on his team. For now.

      “What call?”

      “The call to arms,” she explained. “We are the hunters of Sul’toral.”

      These were El’aras who were willing to go after a Sul’toral? Maybe they were with Jayna. That didn’t seem quite right, though. Gavin’s experience with Jayna had been that she worked mostly alone. Other than Eva, she didn’t have anyone else with her, and certainly not an entire squadron of El’aras fighters.

      “Wait. You’re hunting the Sul’toral?” he asked.

      “It is our task.”

      Gavin breathed out, relieved he wasn’t going to have to fight the El’aras woman, not sure if he would even be able to do so at this point.

      “What task is that?” he asked her.

      “We have chased Sul’toral for as long as they have remained free.” She looked at Thomas. “Some of us have not forgotten our calling. We were far to the east, following Virindalar, but we lost him. And then we felt the summons.”

      Thomas froze. “Virindalar still lives?”

      “We have been pursuing him,” she said.

      Gavin pulled the paper that Jayna had given him out of his pocket, unfolded it, and scanned the list.

      That name was not there.

      There were others that Jayna had found, but not that one.

      But then, Imogen had spoken of knowing of these Sul’toral as stories when she was a child. She might know the names of all thirteen. Maybe he needed to have her fill out the list and get back to Jayna. He felt he owed her that much, at least, for her help.

      But not now.

      Now they had something else they needed to focus on.

      Gavin looked at the other El’aras, noticed how they were all arranged around the forest, as if protecting it. There was something quite militaristic about the way they guarded it. He wasn’t sure who they were, or whether they were dangerous, but knowing they weren’t with Thomas…

      Maybe that wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Given Thomas’s stated plan to ensure that Gavin didn’t harm Anna, and Gavin’s uncertainty about Anna’s intentions for him, having balance might be beneficial.

      “And this Virindalar is a Sul’toral?” Gavin asked.

      She glanced at him. “Who are you?”

      “Someone who has gotten mixed up in things he apparently doesn’t understand.”

      She frowned, and then, seemingly for the first time, took in the sword he was carrying. “You have Ara’lanthin.”

      Thomas looked over, his brow furrowing. There was darkness in his eyes, though Gavin didn’t know whether it was reserved for him or for the woman.

      “If that’s the sword, then yes,” Gavin said.

      “That is what we sensed,” she said, her voice soft. “Then you are him.”

      “My name is Gavin Lorren, so that’s who I am.”

      She dropped to one knee and bowed her head slightly. “I am at your service, as is the Order.”

      Gavin was taken aback by the gesture, and then he started to smile. He glanced over to Thomas before turning back to her. Something Wrenlow had said while in the tunnels came back. Order of something. Gavin had thought it was part of the prophecy, but what if it was this Order?

      “I don’t know who you think I am, but—”

      “The champion.”

      The El’aras believed too much in the prophecy of both the champion and the Shard for that to be coincidence. She kept her head bowed and didn’t look up. It made Gavin uncomfortable. “And you intend to serve me?”

      “You are the champion. We are the Order of Notharin, pledged to fight alongside the Risen Champion. That is what we sensed. When the Shard returned, we knew the champion would follow. The Order has long trained to serve. And so we will.”

      Gavin glanced over to Thomas. “Let me guess, this is another part of the prophecy?”

      Thomas said nothing.

      Gavin shook his head. When all this was over, he was going to have to take more time to better understand what was going on and what role he might have in it. Apparently, he was now some Risen Champion. Not only that, this Order intended to fight alongside him?

      If the circumstances weren’t as dire as they were, he might object to having them suddenly appear and decide they needed to serve him. Blind obedience to a prophecy was what had caused much of these problems in the first place.

      But he needed help.

      Having the Order appear might change the dynamic enough to tilt it in his favor. If nothing else, the arrival of more El’aras warriors could be helpful.

      “If you’re here to serve, then I ask for your help.” He nodded to the house. “I need this barrier down.”

      “It will be done.”

      She whistled—a soft, musical sound—and then three El’aras stepped away from the forest and joined her. She murmured something in El’aras to them, and they headed to the barrier around the building.

      Gavin turned to Thomas. “What else are you keeping from me?”

      “You are not one of us.”

      “Are you keeping it from me because you don’t see me as El’aras and I was not raised El’aras, or because of the prophecy and what role I’m supposed to play with the Risen Shard?”

      Thomas stared at him. “Yes.”

      Gavin breathed out in frustration. “Does it matter that I don’t care about any of that?”

      “It does not. None of it does, not if you are who you are prophesied to be.”

      “I don’t care about the prophecy, I don’t care about what it claims I’m going to be, and I don’t care about what it wants from me.”

      “It still does not matter,” he said.

      Gavin shook his head, and he turned to the other El’aras. They were forming a triangle around the building, and each of them had their sword held in front of them, gripping it similarly to the way Timo had held his sword. A glow came from each one.

      Gavin watched, but then he tore his gaze away when he felt something else. Power was coming. He could feel a thundering sense approaching, though he had no idea what it was.

      “Be ready,” he said, looking to Thomas. “I think we might have more enchantments…”

      A massive stone golem came in his direction, flanked by two other creatures.

      The El’aras near the forest darted toward it.

      “No!” Gavin cried out. He raced forward, putting himself in front of the creatures, and held his hands up.

      “Are you with them?” the lead El’aras soldier asked. He had chiseled cheeks, long, black hair, and eyes that looked the color of night.

      “They’re not with the Sul’toral,” Gavin said hurriedly. He wasn’t entirely sure how to phrase it in a way that would explain what was going on, but he didn’t want Mekel and his enchantments to be targeted, especially since they might be useful.

      He turned and saw a dozen people making their way along the street. He recognized all of them—most were enchanters, but there were several who were not, including the man striding toward them at the head of the line.

      Gavin hurried to Davel. The chief constable was always dressed in gray, but today he was covered by enchantments, on each of his fingers, around both wrists, and hanging from his neck. Gavin had the distinct sense of power coming from him and those enchantments.

      “The defenses?” Gavin asked.

      “The enchantments are holding.” Davel’s look of relief seemed mixed with surprise and pride. “What did you bring into the city this time?”

      “This time?” Gavin glanced over his shoulder, looking at the El’aras arranged behind him. The three El’aras who had taken up positions around Cyran’s old home continued to batter at it, the power flooding out of them continuing to build, leaving a crackling power in the air. “I didn’t do anything this time.”

      “So the El’aras here, and the power we have detected…”

      Gavin shared with him what he knew, that sorcerers had been outside the city, and how there was even a Sul’toral, though Davel’s expression didn’t change at the mention of that.

      “It’s all from before,” Gavin said. “It’s all about Yoran, but old Yoran, not new Yoran. It’s about the El’aras.”

      Davel frowned. “So it is about you.”

      “No, I don’t think this is about me.”

      “There was not a problem with the El’aras before you came here.”

      “Well, the El’aras were here in the city before I came. I was simply a part of it,” Gavin said. “But not the precipitating part, if that makes any sense.”

      Imogen marched toward them, her sword unsheathed, her cloak fluttering in the breeze. Gaspar chased her, struggling to keep up. Hopefully they’d brought additional help, otherwise things weren’t going to go well.

      “If you want to blame anyone, I suppose you can blame the El’aras,” Gavin continued. “But then you’d have to blame the sorcerers who fought them and pushed them from the city, and then you’d have to blame the Society, and…” He shook his head. “It all starts to get pretty complicated. I don’t think you can blame anybody at this point.”

      Davel grunted. “I want to blame somebody.”

      “I know you do. I think it has to be about something different, though.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Saving the city?” Gavin asked, shrugging. “I know it doesn’t look like much, especially considering that the way we’re going about it seems like we’re bringing more sorcery into the city—”

      “Seems like it?” Mekel said, stepping up next to Davel. He was dressed in the deep gray of the constables, and he flashed a lopsided grin at Gavin, then flicked his gaze to the enchantments. “To me, it looks very much like that.”

      “How are you able to have your enchantments here?”

      Mekel pulled something out of his pocket. “This is another enchantment. It creates a protection around them and powers them. Now, I have to have some proximity to them to be able to push that power out from the enchantment into them, but it does give us more protection, and given what we have faced…”

      “That would have been nice to have,” Gavin said, looking over to the others. They wouldn’t have had to worry about the paper dragon fading and crashing to the ground.

      “Again, it’s not nearly as effective as I was hoping it would be, but it does give us a radius of protection that we can use—”

      “Would the two of you stop?” Davel asked, and he nodded to the house behind Gavin. “Do you care to tell me what’s going on here?”

      “There’s a dangerous sorcerer who’s after something that’s here. Remember how I asked you to look into whether there were any records about the city from before?”

      Davel frowned. “That’s what this is about?”

      “Right. There’s an ancient artifact here. The El’aras tell me it’s called a taveran. Apparently, this item has been protected by the city for centuries, maybe longer. I still don’t know all the timing of the war. It’s hard, considering the El’aras live as long as they do.” He glanced over to Thomas, who remained quiet. “And I’m not exactly sure why they would’ve left it here.”

      “Because it was a temple,” Davel said, shrugging off Gavin’s stare. “You wanted me to look into things, so I did. I figured I owed you that much for everything you’ve been doing. There’s reference to that temple, though not anything clear. It’s old, so it makes it difficult to follow. They viewed the temple as something powerful. A way to bring power back.”

      Gavin frowned. The fact that it was powerful made sense.

      And to bring power back?

      The Risen Shard.

      The Champion.

      All of it seemed to fit.

      “So they protected this item,” Gavin said, glancing over to Thomas. “And as you’ve mentioned, the taveran is some item of great power—dangerous and dark power. But it was also used to defeat the Sul’toral?”

      Thomas stared at him for a long moment, looking as if he didn’t know how much to share, or how to respond. Maybe he didn’t.

      He shook his head. “None truly know what can be done with the taveran. Not anymore. It is an item of impossible power, or so the prophecy would say.”

      Gavin groaned. “The prophecy again?”

      “What is this about a prophecy?” Davel asked.

      “You don’t really want to know,” Gavin said, sighing. “Gods, I don’t really want to know. The El’aras seem to think there’s a prophecy that speaks of something that might take place, and they believe I’m somehow mixed up in it.”

      “Is that why there’s been such magical danger in my city?”

      “Actually, it’s all tied to the El’aras and their prophecy. You and the others pushing sorcerers out of the city probably opened it back up to them. Or maybe it was always going to be opened up to the El’aras.” Gavin shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know. Things have been in motion for a while, and I have a hard time thinking that twenty years is a long time to the El’aras.”

      Thomas gave no sign either way.

      “So now we have this magical artifact that’s in the city,” Davel said.

      “It should not be here,” Thomas said. “It would’ve been protected, even after my people moved away. The ancients would have kept it in a place that would not have been reachable. A place of protection. A place of—”

      “Prophecy?” Gavin asked.

      Thomas stared at him.

      “How is it that this Sul’toral would be able to attack, when the sorcerers around the city aren’t able to get in?” Davel asked.

      “There’s another way in,” Gavin said, shaking his head at Davel’s foolishness. “It might even bypass the protections.”

      Which led him to wonder if that could have been what the Toral had been after from the very beginning.

      They might have wanted to find a way into the city.

      He and Anna had thought they’d defeated them, but what if one of them had escaped? Maybe they hadn’t even needed to escape. With enough power, it was possible that they had sent word ahead.

      “The enchantments are holding,” Davel said. “And the enchanters continue to work, keeping them powered. I think that Zella has them coordinated incredibly well now, and they will continue adding power to those enchantments.”

      There was a measure of pride and respect in what he said.

      In that moment, Gavin realized that the city was truly protected. No matter what he decided to do, Zella and Davel would ensure the safety of the city.

      Gaspar coughed, and Gavin turned to him. “What is it?”

      “If the enchantments are working on you, then they would be working on the sorcerers as well,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin frowned. “You know… you’re probably right.”

      “Which means—”

      Gavin smiled to himself. “Which means that we might actually have a chance.” He looked at the others and settled his gaze on Mekel. “Can I borrow that enchantment of yours that permits you to draw power here?”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Mekel said.

      “Why not?”

      “It has to be placed on you.”

      “It has to be placed?”

      Mekel nodded. “And we have to go outside the city to do it. The enchanter, a man named Teral, stays at the constables’ barracks.”

      They weren’t going to be able to do it.

      Gavin needed his team together to go against the Sul’toral.

      At least he knew where the Sul’toral was going. Well, where Gavin thought he was going. If the El’aras hall held the taveran, Gavin would have to figure out how to find it. He hadn’t seen anything other than writing on the walls.

      Still, if the enchantments limited him, perhaps they would also limit the Sul’toral. As long as the enchantments lasted, this would be the best, and maybe only, opportunity to take this Sul’toral on.

      He looked from Timo to Imogen. “I think this will be our opportunity to help Timo complete his bond.”

      “You intend to go after him?” Imogen asked. “If you have no access to your ability…”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m helpless. And with the protections around the city, it gives us a chance.”

      Besides, he wasn’t going to be fighting alone.

      The Sul’toral had more power than he did, but Gavin had more people. He had his team. Enchanters. Constables. Even the El’aras.

      “Make sure that no other sorcerers get into Yoran,” he said to Davel. “Stop their enchantments. We have to keep the Sul’toral from getting the rest of his power into the tunnels beneath the city.”

      “And what will you do?”

      Another burst of magic exploded nearby, leaving a wash of cold running along his skin. Power built around them.

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I’m going to do what I promised you when we first met. I’m going to protect the city.”
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      Davel made a motion, and the enchanters and constables with him began to move. Gavin had to believe that they were going to take up positions around the city—hopefully protective ones. More than that, though, he hoped they were strong enough to withstand the ancillary magic that was taking place around them, though Gavin didn’t know if they would be. He recognized the significant power that was here.

      Power continued to bloom around the city. Surges of light exploded in bright, vibrant waves, and the cold sensation that washed over Gavin suggested the amount of energy those enchantments pushed back, but he didn’t dare turn his focus away from here. There was still too much to do. Still too much danger ahead of him.

      Somebody shouted behind him.

      Gavin turned and realized that something had changed.

      The moment the barrier around the house had gone down, some aspect of the house had shifted with the barrier’s disappearance. Gavin spun, holding his sword ready, wishing that he had his core reserves, that he could call something through the ring.

      He found the El’aras woman he had spoken to earlier with her blade raised.

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “Who is this?” Davel said, striding over to the woman.

      “She’s part of some Order—”

      “The Order of Notharin,” she said, cutting him off. “I am Rayena Hanar.”

      Davel looked over to Gavin. “This is your doing?”

      If the Order had heard the call, the summons to come to the Hall of the People, then it might be his fault. And if she believed him to be the Champion…

      “Actually, I don’t think so,” Gavin said.

      Davel grunted.

      Gavin turned to the others with him. “Here’s the play,” he said, glancing to Gaspar, then to Imogen and Timo, and finally to Thomas and Rayena. “We’re going to take a team inside. There’s a space beneath the city where we’ll find this Sul’toral. He is going after something called the taveran—”

      Rayena gasped.

      “I know,” Gavin continued. “So we have to do anything we can to keep him from reaching the taveran, because we don’t know what he might unleash if he succeeds. The team will quickly move in, and we will deal with whatever we face.”

      “Whatever we face?” Gaspar said.

      Gavin glanced over to him. “You won’t be able to go in there. You don’t have enchantments that work. With the power that has been placed around the city, I’m not so sure this is your fight.”

      “It might not be the smartest play, but I intend to be a part of this,” Gaspar said. “And I’m not going to listen to you tell me otherwise, boy.”

      Gavin didn’t say anything.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Imogen said to Gaspar.

      “I think I do. Besides, this is my commitment.”

      Gavin didn’t have time to argue. He could feel something coming, some sort of pressure building up from deep below. He had no idea what it was or where it was coming from, only that he recognized that power. He feared what it meant for them.

      “Fine. Gaspar will be a part of the team. He’s your responsibility, so make sure no sorcery gets to him,” he said to Imogen. She said nothing, so he turned to the old thief. “Besides, you just keep your eyes open, Gaspar. I seem to recall you telling me time and again just how good your eyesight is, unless you’re getting too old.”

      “I can manage just fine,” he said.

      “Then use it. We’re going to need it.”

      Gaspar chuckled, and he shook his head. “I am not sure how I feel about this side of you.”

      “Which side is that?”

      “The competent one.”

      Gavin smiled, then turned to Rayena. “How many of your people are willing to face the Sul’toral?”

      “We have never abandoned our obligations. We are the hunters. We are the Order. We are the—”

      “A simple yes or no would suffice.”

      “We will serve you, Champion.”

      Gavin shook his head. “How many?”

      “You have all of us.”

      He looked behind him. Having seen the El’aras fight their way through the enchanted creatures, he thought they might need every single one of them. Even though he didn’t like the idea of getting even more tied up in this prophecy, having more El’aras with him provided an opportunity for protection. He could use them. He needed to.

      He turned to Davel. “We need to do more than just ensure the sorcerers don’t penetrate the protections around the city. There are two other places like this that are connected to the El’aras hall. We need to make sure those are defended.”

      “I have already sent word,” Davel said.

      Gavin nodded. “Good.”

      Davel twisted one of the enchantments on his wrist as he watched Gavin, his expression unreadable. Gavin could practically feel something burning in the constable’s eyes. He had come to know Davel reasonably well, understanding him and what motivated him. At least, Gavin liked to think that he did. There were certain things about the constable that he didn’t know, things he wasn’t sure he could ever know.

      “If you truly intend to protect the city, then I will wish you good luck,” Davel said.

      Gavin nodded. “I intend to—”

      He didn’t have the chance to finish.

      Power exploded, suddenly unleashed from inside Cyran’s old home.

      It blew out the front-facing wall, and Gavin was tossed back, along with everybody else he’d been standing with.

      He got to his feet as quickly as he could, dusting himself off, and looked around. The El’aras of the Order had already started getting up, as had Thomas, but Gaspar was slow. Gavin would love to tease him about that, but he didn’t think the old thief would be in any mood for that kind of teasing.

      Imogen and Timo were nowhere to be seen.

      “Find the others,” Gavin shouted, and he started forward.

      The wood that had made up the front of the building started to contort, writhing and twisting as it began to grow and climb toward the sky. The rest of the structure transformed into an enormous enchantment.

      “Well, that’s new,” Gavin muttered.

      He darted forward to hack at the wood, but he couldn’t get there fast enough. He felt something blocking him, something pushing him back.

      Another barrier.

      They had to fight through it.

      He had to get to the taveran before the Sul’toral did.

      Gavin needed to access his core reserves. There was only one way, which he’d avoided during the fighting, but now he didn’t think he had much of a choice.

      He took the vial of sh’rasn out of his pocket.

      Thomas grabbed his wrist, shaking his head. “If you do that, you will most certainly not survive. If you are already blocked, and if you already cannot tap into that power within you, drawing upon more is only going to shatter what part of you remains.”

      Gavin looked at the vial, and he frowned to himself. The other El’aras who were hacking at the invisible barrier were struggling.

      “If I don’t, we won’t be able to get through this,” he said.

      “Are you so sure you’re going to be the difference?”

      Gavin didn’t know, and what was worse, he thought that Thomas was right.

      “If I take this, will I be able to use power?”

      “It is entirely possible that you will be able to tap into that aspect of your power. Given your connection to that, though,” Thomas said, looking down at the ring, “you might draw far too much. You already have. If you were to do so again, there is no way to survive.”

      “How sure of that are you? Have you seen others do it?”

      Thomas held his gaze and nodded once.

      “Balls,” Gavin muttered.

      He shoved the sh’rasn back into his pocket. If he was going to risk himself like that, now wasn’t going to be the time. It would be while facing the Sul’toral, so for now, he would hold on to it. He wasn’t above sacrificing himself on behalf of people he cared about, but at this point, Gavin wasn’t going to throw his life away.

      “Give them time,” Thomas said, nodding to the other El’aras.

      Gavin watched them, trying to understand what they were doing and if there was anything he might be able to learn about them.

      He turned to Thomas. “You know anything of this Order?”

      “Only that it is a relic of the war. And lost to time.”

      “Much like El’aras assassins?” Gavin said, and Thomas frowned at him. “That’s the Order, isn’t it?”

      He had been trying to figure out why the Order seemed as skilled as they were. All El’aras were talented sword fighters, which he had seen for himself. But there were levels of skill. What he had seen from the Order suggested an exquisite level, one that was beyond even the usual El’aras.

      “Yes,” Thomas finally said.

      What if they knew Tristan?

      It was something more he was going to have to try to understand, but for now, Gavin didn’t have the luxury of time. All he had was the need to get into the lower section of the city. He needed to find some way to get past this creature.

      He still needed more help than he had.

      Which meant he still needed Davel.

      He hurriedly tapped on his enchantment. “Davel, I am going to need you again before you leave. I need you to draw this thing away.”

      Davel turned back to him, frowning as he strode toward Gavin. “You need me to do what?”

      “Draw it away from here.” He nodded to the creature. “Have Mekel use as many of his enchantments as possible and force this thing to follow.”

      “And what are you going to do?”

      “We need to go down there. This creature is an enchantment formed out of this home. Once it moves, we should be able to enter the space beneath the building.”

      “Do you think this is something you can even do?” Davel said.

      “Not with this enchantment blocking the way, I can’t,” Gavin said. “Which is why I’m asking for your help. Lead it away.”

      Davel looked over to Mekel, who scratched at the stubble on his chin for a moment. He still looked young, ever since the trappings of power from the attempt to harness the energy of the jade egg had resulted in a curse, but Mekel appeared a little more mature now, if anything.

      “I have a couple that might work,” he said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out two small figurines.

      Gavin arched a brow. “That might work?”

      “Just wait,” Mekel said, looking up at him and wincing. “This is going to hurt.”

      He squeezed his hand, and he tapped on each of the enchantments. Suddenly, they began to rumble. They started to grow and stretch, and they soon became even more enormous than the massive giant that had stormed the street with them. They were each roughly the same size as the wooden creature that had emerged from the home.

      “Why didn’t you use that at first?” Gavin asked.

      “Because it takes too much. And when they’re destroyed…” His face had gone pale and sweat streamed down his brow.

      Gavin had no idea what he was going to experience, but he remembered what Alana had said about what happened when the enchantments were damaged, how Mekel had told her that he felt each one. If these massive enchantments were going to offer them any measure of protection, they would likely be sacrificed.

      “Thank you.”

      “Just take care of it,” Mekel said.

      The two enchantments stormed past the El’aras, who parted to give access to the wooden creature. One of Mekel’s stone golems punched, sweeping a fist toward the enchantment, and a section of it crumbled, shattering with a loud groan as wood splintered off. The other golem stalked forward, and together they pummeled their target.

      The wooden creature brought its arms up, then out, and the two stone golems were tossed back.

      “Well, shit,” Gavin muttered, shaking his head. “It seems as if the enchantment can also perform magic.”

      “How is that even possible?” Mekel asked.

      “Maybe Cyran had created them as a Toral?” he mused.

      Regardless of what they did, they were still going to have to draw the creature away.

      The stone golems got up, and they headed toward the wooden enchantment again.

      “Keep going,” he said, looking to the El’aras.

      They started hammering at the barrier as the stone golems brought the battle to the wooden enchantment, battering it relentlessly. Finally, the enchantment let out a strange shriek that sounded like wood fragmenting, and it started forward, as if to try to chase the golems.

      “Now!” Gavin shouted.

      He surged toward an opening in the ground where the wooden structure had moved away from. Previously, when he had come to the entrance to the underground tunnel system, he had always gone through the home. Now, with the structure missing, he saw the exposed stonework and the writing around the opening. He ran his fingers across it and glanced over to Thomas.

      “That is El’aras,” Thomas said.

      Gavin nodded. “Like all of this.”

      He jumped, dropping into the tunnel. One by one, the others joined them.

      A streak of shadow came from above.

      Gavin looked up to see the entrance blocked, stone obstructing it. He could see flashes of light, almost as if they came every time the wooden enchantment was battered.

      “So much for getting through here,” Gavin said.

      Imogen, Timo, Thomas, and Rayena were with him, but none of the others had made it inside.

      “Should we wait?” Timo asked.

      Waiting while they were trying to outrace a Sul’toral seemed like a mistake to Gavin. He had no idea how long they had, only that if the enchantments managed to suppress the Sul’toral’s magic, they needed to take advantage of that however they could. He had no idea what that was going to involve. He had thought he would be facing the Sul’toral with his team—all of them, including the constables and enchanters—and not just a subset of power.

      What they had now wasn’t going to be nearly enough.

      Still, they had something. It wasn’t the whole team that Gavin wanted, but it was enough of one that he thought they could head forward, look for the Sul’toral, and find a way of keeping him from getting to the taveran.

      “We should get going,” Gavin said. “If this L’aran gets to this taveran before we can stop him, we will have a very different fight on our hands.” He tapped on his enchantment. “If you can hear me, Gaspar, I want you to work with the others. Gather them together. When you can get past the barrier, try to come through here. We will leave a trail for you.”

      “It’s dangerous, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “I know it is, but with the surge of fighting, I worry that whatever they intend is coming to a head. We don’t have much time.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      “I will join you,” Gaspar finally said.

      “Try to get Davel to listen.”

      “You don’t have to tell me to do anything,” Davel said, his voice coming through Gavin’s other enchantment.

      “Just work together,” Gavin said to both.

      He tapped the enchantments, silencing them, then looked over to Thomas. The El’aras frowned, though he remained quiet.

      “Can you reach her at all?” Gavin asked.

      Thomas held his gaze for a moment before shaking his head, saying nothing.

      “She’s going to be here, isn’t she?”

      “If there was a danger to the taveran…”

      Thomas let the thought go unfinished, but Gavin knew it meant that Anna would be here.

      “Then we can go,” Gavin said. “Quickly.”

      They started down the tunnel, and he paused when they reached the hidden chamber that he used as a bedroom.

      Rayena stepped toward the door. She traced her fingers along its surface, and it began to glow with pale-white light. Gavin hadn’t seen that happen when Anna had touched it before, and it was almost as if it was reacting to something within Rayena that hadn’t happened with Anna.

      “This is a marker of the Order,” she explained.

      “There are others like this in this city,” Gavin said.

      “I did not know this was a place of the Order.” She looked up, nodding to him. “But then, you are here, so it should not be surprising that it is. We were tasked by the Champion to ensure we defended the taveran, and others like it, from loss.”

      Gavin glanced over to Thomas. “Is that part of your prophecy?”

      “You know the prophecy,” Thomas said.

      “I know the parts you want me to know, and the ones Anna wants me to, but I’m asking if there are other parts I should know about.” Gavin looked to Rayena, and his gaze flicked briefly to Timo and Imogen, neither of them saying anything. “Did you know that the Order was somehow responsible for protecting something from falling into the wrong hands?”

      Thomas hesitated, but then he shook his head.

      “Interesting,” Gavin said.

      Thomas believed in the prophecy. Anna did not.

      Where did he fit?

      Gavin wasn’t sure anymore. The only thing he knew was that there were aspects of the prophecy that felt wrong. He didn’t know what they were, or whether he was the only one who thought that, but what he felt from the prophecy didn’t seem quite right.

      Almost as if it had been forced.

      As if he had been forced.

      And Gavin had no interest in having someone try to steer him any more than they already had.

      He started farther down the hall, moving along the tunnels, and he reached a branch point. He paused there, tracing his fingers along the wall.

      “If I had access to more, I might be able to help here,” Gavin said, glancing over to Thomas. “But unfortunately, I don’t have that connection right now.”

      “What do you need it to do?” Thomas asked.

      “When I was here with Anna, she detected some markers in the halls.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure if he could detect those markers on his own, but without having access to his power, he certainly wouldn’t be able to detect anything. He knew which way he needed to go in the tunnels to find his way through, but there had to be something else here to explain why the taveran had been placed in this location.

      “Keep moving,” Imogen said. “I feel something coming. We are not alone down here.”

      Gavin cocked his head to the side, and he closed his eyes. He may not have access to his magic, but he did have access to his senses and everything he had learned from Tristan. He didn’t need magic to detect what was around him.

      He felt for the energy in the air—the shifting wind, a breeze coming through the tunnels—but there was nothing. Nothing other than a steady gust of wind.

      But there was something that he did feel. It pressed along his skin, leaving it crackling, almost as if there was a faint energy tracing along him, leaving his hairs on end.

      Could the others sense it?

      Imogen stood with her head tilted to the side, her posture suggesting tension.

      “How do you feel it?” Gavin asked.

      Imogen stared straight ahead, though her voice sounded distant when she answered. “I have trained my entire life to feel sorcery,” she whispered. “My people long believed that all sorcerers were dangerous. I suppose what you would call dark.”

      Gavin had suspected, but he hadn’t known.

      “Do you?” he said.

      “If you would’ve asked me a year ago, I would have answered differently. Now…” She breathed out. “I came to Yoran searching for the hyadan keystone. I stayed because it was easy. There was minimal magic here. Enchantments, yes, but enchantments aren’t the same as the sorcery I faced before. Now that I have completed my task, I am what my people call unbonded.”

      Timo was watching her.

      “Can you track the sorcery?” Gavin asked.

      “No, Chain Breaker. That must be you.”

      He closed his eyes again, and he focused on his breathing, pushing everything else out. It reminded him of when he sparred, the way he would try to center himself, focus, and clear his mind of everything. He suspected it was similar to the way Imogen meditated.

      As he concentrated on that power, he began to feel something. It came slowly, a faint and steady energy, but it was something Gavin was distinctly aware of.

      He started forward carefully along the hallway, in the opposite direction of where he thought he would have to go. Without feeling that energy in the tunnels, he wouldn’t know how to find it. Maybe if he was connected to his core reserves, he wouldn’t have the same difficulty, but as he looked over to Thomas and Rayena, neither of them said anything and he had no idea whether they detected the same sense.

      “Can you feel the same thing as I do?” Gavin asked Imogen.

      “I feel the pressure, but I do not feel any direction to it.”

      He breathed out. “I’m not exactly sure if I’m feeling the right direction either, but I think this is a way we need to go.”

      Gavin tried to focus on the magic around him. When he had learned to detect magic in the past, it had always been a cold wash of power over him. This was different. A sense of power came through the sword, making it vibrate. Then there was what he felt through the ring. It was like a tightening, a constriction.

      For the first time, Gavin started to wonder if he really was caught up in something more than he could have believed. Maybe there was actually something to this prophecy.

      He turned, following the underground corridor as it weaved deep below the city. And then he realized something—he was heading toward the center of Yoran.

      Anna had guided him to the El’aras hall, but where he was going now was someplace different. He had thought that opening the El’aras hall had drawn the attention of the Sul’toral, and maybe it had, but where they were going now wasn’t the hall.

      Something was drawing him—magic, but it was unlike what he had detected before.

      And it was the kind of magic that suggested that there was something else here. He still didn’t understand what this taveran was, only that it was an item of power that the El’aras had intended to protect.

      Much like this city had once protected the sword—and the ring he now carried.

      Finally, he could feel pressure starting to surge. It came from the dimmed section of the tunnel in front of him.

      “There’s nothing here,” Timo said.

      “There is something,” Imogen said, holding her hands out from her, one hand gripping her sword, the other pressing against the wall. “But I do not know what it is.”

      Gavin had come to trust Imogen. How could he not when he had seen how skilled she was? And if she was concerned that there was something here, then he knew to believe it.

      He wasn’t sure what was here. He couldn’t detect anything clearly, not without his core reserves. If only he could reach for his magic.

      But he could feel something.

      It came from the sword, the ring, both items that signified him as the Champion.

      And it called to him, drawing him in.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      That power flowed, as if it wanted to guide him along the hall. Gavin barely had to focus on that power. The sword and the ring did it for him. They told him what he needed to do, told him where he needed to go.

      Told him that he was the Champion.

      Gavin touched the wall, and when his ring pressed into the stone, a surge of pale-white light bloomed.

      And then power exploded toward them.
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      Gavin braced himself, trying to focus on his core reserves, but still could not reach them. He was tempted to draw on the sh’rasn powder so that he could try to break through and use his full power and potential, but he knew better than to rush it. Not yet. Not when he had no idea if there was another way. He only had so much sh’rasn remaining, anyway. He would need all that he had left to fight the Sul’toral. And that was if he could.

      It meant he had to use his team instead.

      He looked at the others with him, and they had managed to stay standing. Rayena and Thomas had reacted by creating a barrier in front of all of them using their El’aras magic.

      “What was that?” Gavin asked.

      “That was the Sul’toral,” Imogen said.

      “L’aran,” Timo added.

      A curved doorway built from the tunnel stone opened in front of them. It was almost as if the darkness had been an invisible structure that blocked access to this doorway, a barrier that had fallen the moment Gavin’s ring had pressed up against it.

      He glanced at the doorway in awe.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “You happened, Champion,” Rayena said.

      Gavin looked over to her, but knew she was probably right. The doorway had reacted to the ring. Maybe there was something more to all of this. He couldn’t help but feel as if he might truly be getting caught up in the prophecy, something he wanted nothing of.

      “We have to find this taveran and keep the Sul’toral from using it,” Gavin said. “I don’t know what will happen if they get it, but given what we’ve experienced so far, I really don’t want to see anything more like it.”

      “The last time the Sul’toral were free, the world was wild,” Thomas said. “Imagine what we faced within that cloud of darkness outside Yoran. Now imagine leagues of plains just like that and trying to fight your way through it. With your friends. With those you care about. All of them falling because superior skill does not matter when confronting that kind of power.” Thomas’s voice drifted off for a moment. “They brought much of the world under their rule. They serve a greater darkness, a power. And they intend to unleash that.”

      “And the taveran will help them do that.”

      “It will help them destroy,” Thomas said.

      As Gavin crept into the darkness, he could feel something pressing around him. It was almost as if there was some energy surrounding him. He tried to think of what Tristan had taught him, the way he had instructed Gavin to reach for his core reserves. Lessons he had learned years ago came back to him, but in none of them had he ever been told what to do when his reserves were fully depleted.

      They continued along the tunnel, and in the distance, Gavin saw a pale, glowing light. It was white, with a hint of green, almost as if it was—

      Imogen grabbed his arm, turning Gavin around to face her. “You must be careful here,” she said. “I feel something.”

      She was concerned for him. He could see it in her eyes, hear it in the way she spoke, feel it in the tension he detected from her. He tried to offer a placating smile, but Gavin wasn’t sure he could truly placate her.

      “I’m going to be careful,” he said.

      “If we face L’aran…”

      “Then I will kill him,” Timo said.

      Imogen looked over to him, and she frowned. The forcefulness of Timo’s reaction still bothered Gavin.

      But it was his bond. Who was Gavin to decide what Timo should or should not do?

      “What would you have us do now?” Rayena asked.

      He wished that he had Gaspar here with him. Gavin had fought alongside Imogen, but Gaspar had always been by his side. It felt strangely disconcerting not to have the old man with him now, and he couldn’t even hear him chirping in his ears. Yet, he also believed that it might be for the best that Gaspar wasn’t here. This wasn’t a fight he could have anything to do with. Despite what Gavin wanted and what Gaspar had claimed, he was not equipped for this. He was skilled, Gavin could not deny that, but skill would only carry a person so far against the danger they were going to face.

      But it felt odd to Gavin that his team would comprise people he had never imagined fighting alongside, like El’aras and Leier.

      When he had led people before, Gavin had always felt as if he had the right power and strength to withstand an attack. In this case, he no longer felt quite as certain about that—and didn’t know if he was the right one to lead. Perhaps Rayena should. As the head of the Order of Notharin, she was possibly the best choice for who should be responsible for this. Or maybe Thomas, who’d guarded Anna all these years. Perhaps even Imogen, one of the Leier, the First of the Blade, trained to face sorcerers.

      All of them were looking at him, waiting for an answer.

      He couldn’t deny feeling the pull of the prophecy, as much as he wanted to ignore it. Gavin didn’t believe in it, but maybe that wasn’t necessary. Maybe the prophecy believed in him, regardless of what he chose.

      Gavin refused to attack Anna, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t destined to be this person. He carried the sword. He wore the ring. He was the Champion.

      It was time for him to do what he must.

      “If I lead you to your deaths, I’m sorry.”

      Timo barked out a laugh, and then cut off quickly as he glanced over to Imogen, but she remained quiet. Thomas stayed silent near him, though Gavin didn’t need for Thomas to speak to understand what he was thinking. He was worried about Anna, and he was worried about Gavin’s role in the prophecy. Nothing Gavin could say would take away that fear. There wasn’t anything he wanted to do to take away that fear either.

      Then there was Rayena. Gavin didn’t know her at all, but she seemed as if she had been sent, as if…

      He shook away those thoughts. He would not get caught up in believing in the prophecy.

      They headed forward into the pale-white light, and suddenly there came shadowy movement overhead.

      “Darklings,” Thomas said.

      Rayena cupped her hands in front of her, and a burst of energy glowed around her, forming a barrier that stretched over their heads. She used a tightly bound pattern, and as Gavin watched her, he realized he could replicate it. Within that pattern was a series of movements, and magic exploded as soon as she placed it.

      The strange-looking creatures, something like a mixture of a raven and a bat, swooped at the barrier. When they crashed into it, energy sizzled overhead in bursts of pale white, leaving the air smelling faintly of burnt hair. Gavin tried not to think about what that meant and how that magic was working against these creatures. Rayena remained tense as power flowed from her.

      “There are too many,” Thomas said.

      “We have handled them before,” Rayena said. When Gavin arched a brow, she shrugged. “Not this many, though. And never alone.”

      “We need to keep moving. Can you hold on to that?” Gavin asked, staring at the barrier, impressed.

      “It will be difficult,” she said.

      “Can you do it?”

      “For you, I will.”

      The pale-white energy that hovered over them kept the dark creatures from attacking them, despite how they dived at the barrier. Gavin was thankful for Rayena’s presence and her connection to magic.

      He might be the only one, though. Thomas watched her with a strange look on his face, though Gavin suspected that the reaction was tied to her service to this Order. Timo was the one who worried Gavin. He studied Rayena with his brow furrowed, a hint of darkness working in his eyes.

      And Imogen was watching her brother too.

      They needed to keep moving. He didn’t want them to end up fighting each other.

      Gavin let Rayena guide, and she moved quickly along the corridor. He felt something shifting, some aspect of the tunnel starting to change. It happened the farther they went, the closer they got to the glowing light in the distance. A familiar feeling.

      “Enchantments—”

      Gavin didn’t get the chance to finish. He darted forward, bringing his blade around in one of the Leier patterns, carving through a series of enchanted creatures. Imogen fought alongside him, and Gavin realized that by combining their patterns, something was changing. They blasted the enchantments back.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing,” he said.

      Imogen nodded.

      Gavin ran forward and swept the sword, catching one enchantment, then another. These massive creatures, composed of stone and wood and earth, made it difficult for their group to move along the tunnel. Above them, the darklings continued to batter at the enchantment Rayena held overhead.

      Would the power hold?

      “How fast can you slide that?” Gavin asked Rayena, looking briefly to her while he was in the middle of a pattern.

      Her brow furrowed. “Faster will be difficult.”

      Timo and Thomas were fighting from behind, but they were also pinned in by these enchantments. Power was pressing on them.

      We have to keep moving.

      The tunnel started to curve around and slope downward, and a realization came to Gavin. All of this was probably beneath the hall. He could feel the strange vibration of the sword, the tightening of the ring, as if they were guiding him along. He didn’t need to even follow the hall as it called to him. What if he had paid attention to this energy when he’d been here before? Could he have found the taveran before the Sul’toral came?

      Maybe not.

      Maybe this power was only active after the taveran had been claimed.

      The ring constricted more tightly, almost painfully so, like a message coming to Gavin.

      They were going to have to keep fighting. This was something he could do. He had a sword. He knew various fighting styles. And the creatures were being held back by magic.

      He darted forward, slamming his blade into one of the enchantments. He felt resistance and tried to ignore the strange shriek each time he stabbed one of them, but they were loud in the confines of the tunnel.

      The group moved slowly forward as they fought, toward the bright, white light in the distance.

      That was their target. It had to be.

      If they could reach the opening, they would have more space, but as Gavin fought, fatigue began to wash through him—a type of fatigue he wasn’t accustomed to.

      Apparently, his core reserves had given him a different kind of strength than he’d realized. It hadn’t only been his access to magic, it had strengthened his physical ability as well.

      “We need to get to that light,” he said.

      Imogen clenched her jaw and nodded.

      Thomas continued to stay silent as he fought, making his way through a series of patterns. Gavin could do nothing other than fight alongside him. Timo was sweeping his blade, his rigid form incredibly precise.

      Gavin thought about the sh’rasn he’d been tempted to use several times. Thomas had warned him that if he took it, he might die.

      But if he didn’t use it now, they would die anyway.

      There wasn’t a good answer here.

      What choice do I have?

      He shook his head. Not yet. He still had some strength remaining.

      Gavin tried to call upon his core reserves, and he sped forward. He resumed fighting next to Imogen, and he could feel Thomas and Timo behind him. Rayena stayed in between them, holding her hands overhead to protect them from the darklings that swirled in the air and swooped down at them.

      There were so many. There was too much power.

      Everything they did, all that they fought, seemed to be futile. The creatures kept coming toward them, battering at the barrier, forcing Gavin to draw on strength he no longer had. As he turned, twisting and stabbing, he noticed that even Imogen was starting to grow fatigued. Gavin had never seen her reach the end of her strength.

      He had started to think of her as some stoic, almost enchanted warrior, having never seen her fade or fail, but now…

      Now he couldn’t help but feel as if he had brought her to her doom.

      Somebody cried out behind him. Gavin didn’t know if it was Thomas or Timo. Either way, they were running out of time.

      He continued to fight. He had no choice but to keep going, spinning, slicing, jabbing each of the creatures. His mind went blank as he fell into habit, training. Nothing more.

      Stab. Cut. Swipe.

      Each movement was as tightly controlled as he could make it. Each one bound up in everything he had learned from Tristan over the years. Each one guiding him toward the next.

      And then…

      There were no more enchantments.

      Gavin staggered forward.

      And went into the light.

      They were inside a larger chamber that reminded him of the lairs the sorcerers had beneath their homes, only this one had a higher domed ceiling overhead with writing all along the walls. Pale-blue light glowed with the energy of the El’aras flowing through it, illuminating the letters and revealing the El’aras script.

      They were not alone in the chamber.

      A dark figure stood in the center of it, clenching a long, slender staff with more writing along its surface. Three others flanked him, each of them dressed in black cloaks, hoods covering their faces, hands pressed away from them.

      Toral, with the Sul’toral they served.

      There was one other person lying in the center, bound next to the Sul’toral. A strange energy flowed from them into the Sul’toral, then back out.

      “No,” Thomas gasped.

      He started forward, but Gavin grabbed him, holding him back.

      “Keep the darklings from getting to us,” he said to Rayena.

      She nodded. “I will do what I can.”

      She shifted her barrier, blocking off the tunnel. Thankfully, none of the darklings were inside the chamber, but what would happen if one of these Toral, or the Sul’toral, summoned them? Gavin didn’t think he had the strength to manage it.

      Thomas strained to pull away from Gavin so that he could get to Anna.

      That would be why Thomas hadn’t been able to reach her before. She would’ve come down here, searching for the taveran. Or because she had felt the Sul’toral’s presence.

      And she had ended up captured.

      Gavin swept his gaze around, quickly appraising the situation. He realized there was one more figure in the room lying crumpled on the ground. Something about the dark brown hair he recognized.

      Wrenlow.

      He had endangered too many people recently. These were people he was supposed to protect, people he cared about. It had taken Gavin a long time to come to care about anyone other than himself, and now he felt that way about many people.

      And this Sul’toral wanted to take one from him?

      Not Wrenlow.

      Gavin had already nearly lost him once.

      He started to feel something burning within him. Maybe it was anger and rage, but maybe it was something else. He had no idea.

      The only thing he knew was that he was filled with it.

      And that power continued to build.

      He started forward, but Imogen grabbed him. Gavin jerked around, and she held his gaze, meeting his with her own dark, almost purple, eyes.

      “You are not alone,” she said.

      The comment pierced him in a way that almost nothing else could have.

      “We will help you take care of the Toral,” she said.

      “Do you think we can handle all of them?” he asked.

      She flicked her gaze to them before shaking her head. “It is doubtful.”

      Gavin grunted. “I appreciate your confidence.”

      “If you were the Chain Breaker, perhaps, but you have made it quite clear that you don’t have the power you normally do.”

      She looked at him, almost expectantly, as if waiting for him to confirm that he did have some power he’d been hiding, but he just shook his head.

      “I have something I can try, but it will be dangerous for me,” he said.

      Imogen held his gaze, and he had a feeling that she knew exactly what he was going to have to do. Rather than trying to talk him out of it, she nodded.

      “You aren’t the only one who does not have access to your full power,” she reminded him.

      Gavin frowned, that part of the plan coming back to him.

      Maybe they did have a chance.

      He breathed out. “Timo wants the Sul’toral.”

      Imogen looked over to her brother. “That is his bond.”

      Gavin nodded. He might be the Chain Breaker, but this was Timo’s bond quest.

      “We will handle the Toral,” Gavin said to him.

      Timo stiffened. “You would give L’aran to me?”

      Gavin glanced to Imogen for a moment before turning to Timo. “It’s your bond, isn’t it?”

      Timo raised his blade in front of him and bowed.

      “What about you?” Gavin asked Thomas.

      “I will sacrifice myself to get to her if I must,” he said.

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Take the far Toral. I’ll take the near one, and Imogen will take the last one,” he said, looking at each of them. He glanced over to Timo. “And once we get them free, Timo will go for L’aran, and we’ll get this over with.”

      It sounded so simple when he said it, though Gavin knew that it was unlikely to go as planned. None of his plans went that way.

      They all nodded.

      Gavin darted forward.

      As soon as he reached the nearest sorcerer, he recognized the power. The woman held her hands up. She was shorter than Gavin, with a wide jaw and graying hair that swept out from beneath the hood of her cloak. The power pouring from her was considerable.

      She flicked her finger, and a whip of power surged from her, looping toward Gavin as if to wrap around him. He swept his sword through it, carving the way he had seen Imogen do before, but this time, his blade didn’t do anything. Without having access to his core reserves, he wasn’t going to be able to cut through the magic as well as he normally could.

      But if he followed the Leier patterns, he might be able to.

      Gavin started to flow from stance to stance. He had seen these patterns before, not only in sparring with Imogen, but having faced off against Timo. He knew how useful these techniques could be. They would help him defeat sorcery in a way that he would not have been able to do otherwise. He had to take advantage of that now.

      Disrupt her patterns.

      That was what sorcery was, after all. A series of patterns. There were other aspects to it. Some sorcerers used elements of the natural world, like plants and minerals, and some used incantations, but even those were nothing more than patterns of magic.

      As he carved through this pattern, the power recoiled back on the Toral.

      Gavin ran forward and brought his blade toward her head. He wanted to end this as swiftly as possible. She twisted, blocking him and bringing her hands around in a quick flick that prevented him from reaching her.

      He switched positions and flowed into another stance, and he swung the blade toward the ground, trying to sweep her leg out.

      She was protecting L’aran. Until they managed to bring down the three Toral, they weren’t going to be able get to him. Gavin had no idea what they were doing, no idea what L’aran was drawing on Anna’s magic for, but he had to keep fighting.

      He swept his sword toward the Toral. This time, her power blocked him, but he’d gotten closer than before. Gavin continued through the Leier patterns, sweeping the blade toward her leg, and managed to draw blood before she was able to solidify the barrier. He withdrew, then carved toward her again. As he danced and spun through the patterns, he felt the familiarity of them.

      Surprisingly, it reminded Gavin of the kinds of patterns he had seen Anna use. That might be coincidence, but then he had started to believe that the Leier patterns accessed magic in a way. Not that Imogen had acknowledged that, though perhaps she had no reason to. The magic of her patterns was enough. And it was useful to him.

      Gavin twisted and turned, letting that familiarity come to him so that he could feel it flowing through him. He didn’t need to have his core reserves for the kind of magic necessary to bring down one of these Toral. All he needed was to find the pattern.

      As he spun around, he drove the blade behind him, the movement a surprise to the Toral. He caught her in the belly, and she collapsed to the ground in a spray of blood.

      He spun, looking over to the others. Thomas had dropped his Toral, and so had Imogen.

      As soon as the barriers were down, Timo lunged forward—and slammed into an invisible wall.

      L’aran held something in his hand, and it took Gavin a moment to realize what it was—a white, cylindrical object that looked to be made of bone. From a distance, it appeared to have symbols carved onto its surface. The side of it was blackened, as if it had burned recently.

      The taveran.

      L’aran merely watched them. “Do you think I was so unprepared for you? The little one who’s chased me all these years. Did you think that you would be the one to bring me down?” He sneered at Timo. “I have known about you. I have felt your presence as you’ve crawled across the earth chasing me. I’ve felt you coming after me, and I have known every moment you’ve thought to reach me.”

      Timo got to his feet and charged forward, sweeping his blade toward L’aran, but each time his blade attempted to part through that power, it struck the barrier.

      L’aran glanced at Rayena and Thomas, then shook his head. “And two more of them. This one will suffice,” he said, tipping his head toward Anna. “She holds the key, after all. The others will perish, and when Sarenoth returns, you will all suffer.”

      Gavin tensed as he prepared to fight. “He intends to use the taveran on her?”

      “Her. Me. You, likely. All of the El’aras. Perhaps even the sorcerers.”

      “That’s not what he’s really after,” Gavin said to the others, understanding coming to him. He focused on L’aran. On the power that he felt. On the draining energy.

      “No,” Thomas said. “He’s after something much greater. The taveran will permit him to take the Shard.” His voice was strained.

      Gavin focused on the taveran. As far as he could tell, it looked like nothing more than an enchantment, but it was obviously something quite powerful.

      “And the Champion,” L’aran said, twisting so he could look at Gavin. He gripped Anna’s hair in one hand. “I should think you would be most pleased. Isn’t the prophecy that you will destroy the Risen Shard?”

      “I don’t believe in prophecy,” Gavin said.

      “No? But what if the prophecy believes in you?”

      He jerked Anna’s head up. She looked at Gavin, her eyes drawn, a darkness within them. She was suffering. He saw it in the way she stared at him, her eyes locked with his, and he felt it in the way power flowed from her. He had no idea what L’aran was doing, but he could feel it.

      The taveran seem to be sapping energy from her, as if L’aran was using it to siphon her magic. He was calling upon the Shard. That was what Thomas had feared.

      “I will end this on your behalf,” L’aran said. “Then the two of us can discuss what will happen next.”

      “How about you let her go, and then the two of us can discuss me destroying you,” Gavin said.

      “So confident. I suppose I should deal with all of you.” He flicked his free hand, and something smacked into Gavin, driving him back.

      He collapsed, knocking down Rayena, and her barrier slipped. Three of the darklings swept into the chamber, circling overhead.

      “What do you think?” Gavin asked Thomas as the El’aras warrior helped him to his feet. L’aran focused on Anna, ignoring them. They weren’t a threat to him. “Is now a good time to take more of the sh’rasn?”

      “You know what that’ll mean.”

      “I know, but if it frees her, and prevents him from… whatever he’s trying to do… then it’s worth it.” Gavin had a good sense of what L’aran was trying to do and thought he knew what he would have to do.

      “Your sacrifice will be praised,” Thomas said.

      “Oh, don’t start talking sweet to me now. After all this time?”

      “It will be praised,” Thomas said again.

      Gavin pulled the sh’rasn out of his pocket. He held the packet for a moment as he contemplated what he was doing. Consuming the sh’rasn might free him and allow him to access the power within himself, but there was an obvious danger. Thomas had warned him about it enough that Gavin believed it, but it was more than just that danger.

      If he failed, then everyone he cared about here would all suffer too.

      If he didn’t try this…

      They would definitely suffer.

      He tipped it back, swallowing the rest of the powder. He felt a stir, but barely more than that.

      “Well, shit,” he said.

      “What is it?” Thomas asked.

      Gavin let out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t have anything to draw upon. It’s there and I’m trying, but I can’t call anything more to me.”

      Which meant that he was going to have to try something different.

      He thought through a plan quickly. “Rayena has the barrier, and Timo and Imogen will have to work with me. You’re going to have to take care of the darklings,” he instructed Thomas. “I don’t know what you experienced with them before, but you have to do this.”

      The darklings put Thomas on edge, Gavin knew. They scared a man who wasn’t afraid of anything.

      “The last time they were freed, they killed my sister,” Thomas said quietly.

      There it was. The reason he feared them.

      “Then use that,” Gavin urged. “Get your revenge. We need you, Thomas. Anna needs you.”

      Thomas stared for a moment before a steely resolve worked across his face. Then he started forward, and he jumped, sweeping his sword toward one of the darklings. When it struck, power exploded from the blade, and the darkling shrieked.

      Gavin looked to Timo and Imogen. “The three of us need to take up positions on each side of him, the same way his Toral had been, and use the Leier patterns. Whichever one you think focuses the most power.”

      “It is not about focusing power,” Timo said.

      “Isn’t it?” Gavin asked, glancing over to him, then back to Imogen. She’d never acknowledged that was what she did. Maybe she didn’t really know.

      Imogen breathed out heavily. “We will do it.”

      They arranged themselves in position, and Gavin readied himself, not sure whether it was even going to work, but he didn’t know if they could wait much longer. He had no idea what was happening with this sorcerer, but he could feel something changing.

      And as he looked down, he realized why he could feel it.

      Some space in the ground beneath L’aran had started to open. He was using the taveran, drawing power out of Anna and into himself.

      Not just him, but his Sul’toral ring.

      Gavin didn’t have long. If he failed here, he knew what would happen. Anna would die, and L’aran would become too powerful.

      And Gavin would not be able to do anything more.

      He focused, bringing the blade up in front of himself, then frowned.

      This would work. It had to.

      Imogen locked eyes with him, then Timo, and they nodded as one.

      Gavin paid attention to her movements, and then began to flow in the same ways that she did. She used a different pattern this time. He had seen Imogen fight before, but this was a movement he had never seen from her. There was something amazing about it, more than only the fluidity to the motions. There was an energy as well.

      Timo tried to model the same pattern, but his movements were not nearly as smooth as Imogen’s.

      Gavin had to ignore that.

      He pushed everything else out from his mind, forcing away those thoughts, focusing only on the pattern and on what he could feel building inside him.

      There was considerable power within it.

      He danced through the movements, focusing on flowing the same way Imogen was. Within the pattern, Gavin recognized something. Imogen held his gaze for just a moment, long enough to let him know that she recognized it too, even though she may not want to acknowledge it.

      The pattern itself was magic.

      It was similar to how Anna’s patterns were magic. And given how Imogen felt about sorcery, he realized how difficult this must be for her to access.

      The pattern began to reach a crescendo.

      Gavin felt what he needed to do.

      Imogen cried out, her voice guttural. Barbaric. Violent.

      All three of them drove their swords forward at the same time. When their blades struck the barrier, Gavin thought nothing would happen.

      Then power erupted.

      He staggered forward, crashing into Anna. She was ready, as if she’d anticipated this moment. She held something out to him.

      “Take it,” she whispered.

      Gavin saw L’aran start to bring power around, one hand on Anna. He knew that once that power swept over her, he wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      “Take it,” she urged.

      Gavin took it from her. As soon as his hand wrapped around the item—the Shard, he realized—something exploded within him.

      Power. The core reserves he had been missing.

      Some part of him had been blocked off, bottled away. Ever since he had fought out in the clearing, Gavin had felt that way. He had believed that it was part of him that had been cut off, tied to how he had been drawing on his energy, quickly draining himself in a way that also depleted his strength. But maybe that wasn’t it at all.

      Now that his strength had come back, he started to wonder if perhaps L’aran had hidden his power the first time Gavin had confronted his enchantments.

      Had he known who Gavin was? What he was?

      If L’aran had known about the El’aras hall, and had known about the prophecy, it made sense that he would’ve known about not only the Risen Shard but also the Champion.

      Gavin jumped to his feet, filled with power, and called to the energy within him. He stepped back, raised the sword, and held on to the Shard. He pointed it at L’aran.

      “What did you do?” L’aran said, jerking on Anna.

      “What I came to the city to do,” she replied.

      “You were to destroy your Champion. That is the prophecy we gave your people.”

      Gavin blinked, and he started laughing. “You gave them? That’s beautiful. Well, it seems you didn’t account for her.”

      Anna looked up at Gavin and held his gaze. “Use it,” she said. “You are the Champion.”

      L’aran glared at him. “You will not—”

      Gavin brought the blade around. Now that he was freed from the block that kept him from drawing on his core reserves, he pulled power through himself, through the ring, and surprisingly, through the Shard, and poured it out of the sword.

      He swept his blade through the power the sorcerer tried to use on him, and he spun, flowing through the Leier pattern Imogen had just used. He carved the sword toward L’aran, thrusting it forward.

      The Sul’toral crumpled, grasping his midsection as he faded away.

      His robes collapsed into nothingness.

      Gavin tried to hold on to the power within him, to summon the energy of his core reserves, but could feel it already starting to seep out of him. He felt himself growing weaker, and it seemed as if everything he was trying to call on, all the power within him, would drain away.

      He could do nothing more.

      He looked back and saw Thomas slaughter the last of the darklings, and he smiled tightly.

      “I saved her,” Gavin said. “Let that be your new prophecy.”

      With that, his strength faded as the power of the sh’rasn, the power of the ring, and the power of the Shard all left him. He had drawn too much through himself.

      He collapsed, the world going black.
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      Gavin came around slowly. Everything hurt.

      He could scarcely move, his head pounding and his entire body aching as if he’d been beaten. Through it all, Gavin could feel the distant sense of his core reserves, the power he was thankful remained a part of him. After what had happened, he hadn’t been sure he was going to have that power any longer. Knowing it was back, that he could use that energy again, gave him a surprising sense of relief.

      He opened his eyes, unsure where he would find himself, and smiled. He recognized the interior of the Dragon immediately. It was a room where he’d spent quite a bit of time, though not one where he’d anticipated coming awake. Of course, at this point, he was just happy that he had woken up.

      “You’re back,” a gruff voice said.

      Gavin tried to sit up, but he found that the throbbing in his head made it difficult. He swallowed back the nausea rolling through him, forcing it away, and he looked over to see Gaspar. He was dressed in a green jacket and tan pants, and he sat in a chair with a book propped open on his lap.

      “What are you doing here?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar folded the book closed, stood, then dragged the chair over to sit next to Gavin’s bed. “You’ve been out for the better part of three weeks, and that’s the question I get?”

      Gavin sighed. “Has it really been three weeks?”

      “Not really,” Gaspar said with a chuckle, “but I figured it would be fun to make you think it has been. A week, though. A long time for a man to be sleeping.” He studied Gavin, and there was a flicker of concern in his eyes before it faded. “It was my turn to sit with you.”

      “Your turn?”

      “We’ve each been taking turns. All of us wanted to make sure somebody was here when you came around. Figured you deserved that much, at least.”

      “Who’s been sitting by me?”

      “We’ve all been taking a turn, boy.” Gaspar pulled the chair closer. Worry wrinkled the corners of his eyes, something Gavin wasn’t accustomed to seeing from Gaspar, and certainly not for him. “How do you feel?”

      “I feel… battered,” Gavin said. “I feel like I’ve been in a fight, but I have no idea who won.”

      “We won,” Gaspar said. “Thanks to you, I understand.”

      “I think it was all of us,” Gavin said.

      “Sounds like we have one less sorcerer to worry about. Not counting all the sorcerers Mekel’s enchantments defeated outside the city. Boy can really power enchantments.” He shook his head, laughing softly. “Doubt they’ll return anytime soon.”

      Gavin squeezed his eyes shut and lay back. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “The way Imogen tells it, you put your blade through the sorcerer’s belly.”

      Gavin nodded, and immediately wished that he hadn’t. His head was swimming, and another wave of nausea washed through him. “I did, but…” He opened one eye and looked over to Gaspar. “I’ve never seen a sorcerer disappear quite like that before.”

      “What do you mean disappear?”

      “It was almost as if he faded away.”

      “So you think this person is still out there?”

      “Thomas told me that the Shard had killed this Sul’toral once before.” He squeezed his one eye shut again, remembering the way L’aran had seemingly disappeared. “If he’s still out there…”

      Gavin didn’t know. If he was still out there, would he return to Yoran?

      Would there be more danger here?

      Only if there was power remaining for him to steal.

      “I see,” Gaspar said. “Which means the city is still in danger.”

      “It will be if the taveran stays here.”

      Gaspar nodded. “What do you plan to do?”

      Gavin had been thinking about it for quite some time. Despite that, he had not come up with an answer. It should be straightforward. At least, Gavin thought that it should be. But he still didn’t feel as if he had the answer he wanted.

      Wrenlow had said that Yoran had become a home for him.

      As much as Gavin tried to deny it, he felt the same way.

      He had become comfortable in the city and had come to enjoy the people he had met here, friends he had made, but it felt like everything was changing. More than that, it felt as if everything needed to change. It was time.

      “Where’s Wrenlow?” he asked.

      “The kid is down in the tavern.”

      “Can you help me?”

      “I’m not going to walk you down there,” Gaspar said.

      “I don’t need you to walk me down, but maybe give me a hand?”

      Gaspar grunted. “At least I wasn’t the one changing your diaper.”

      Gavin glowered at him.

      “Not my fault you haven’t been awake in a week,” he said with a shrug. “Pissing and shitting all over the bed. Thankfully, Jessica didn’t take offense to that. Made it sound like she’s experienced something like that before.”

      “Great,” Gavin said, sighing.

      Gaspar chuckled.

      Gavin got to his feet, and he leaned on the bed for a moment. He could feel a wave of weakness working through him. It lingered briefly, and he started to feel as if he was going to collapse. He borrowed from his core reserves, thankful he could and that the power was there within him, before letting go of Gaspar, who’d come over to give him a hand.

      “I’m not sure you should be drawing on that so soon,” Gaspar said.

      “What makes you think I’m doing anything?”

      “Well, the fact that you were very nearly going to fall down, then suddenly got up yourself suggests you were doing something. Don’t think I haven’t been around when magic was used near me, boy.”

      Gavin let out a small laugh and shook his head. “I know you have.”

      He threw on his cloak and followed Gaspar, borrowing strength as he headed down the stairs and into the tavern. It was quiet, which suggested it was either really late or really early. Given that Wrenlow was sitting in a booth with his book settled open in front of him, Gavin suspected it was early.

      He sunk into the booth next to Wrenlow, and the other man looked over to him, folding up his book. Wrenlow looked as if he had aged five years in the last week. Dark rings beneath his eyes suggested that he hadn’t been sleeping well, and his hair was a mess. Still, his eyes were clear and bright, the way they always were.

      “You’re back.”

      “I’m back,” Gavin said.

      “They made it sound like it was going to take a while for you to come around.”

      Wrenlow tilted his head toward the other side of the tavern, and Gavin realized there were several others sitting at a table near the entrance: Thomas, Rayena, and Anna.

      None of them said anything.

      Gavin chuckled to himself. “That’s quite the gathering, isn’t it?”

      “They warned me you might not survive,” Wrenlow said.

      “I was warned before I did it that I might not.”

      Wrenlow stared at him. “You did it knowing it could kill you?”

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I don’t know that I had much of a choice,” he said. “If I didn’t do anything, they would have killed everybody down there, and to be honest, I don’t know what they would’ve done to the other people in the city.”

      They’d had enough experience with sorcerers who wanted to rule that Gavin didn’t know if he could have counted on L’aran to leave the moment he had what he wanted. Still, that wasn’t the reason that he had acted.

      It had been because of Anna.

      “I heard what happened,” Wrenlow said. “I mean, I was there, but I didn’t know what was going on. I heard that the El’aras carried you out of the tunnels. Imogen and her brother brought me out.” He shrugged. “I probably shouldn’t have been there, but…”

      “But you were doing what I asked.”

      “I was curious, and I don’t want to blame you.”

      Gavin fell silent, his gaze lingering on the table with the El’aras.

      “When are you leaving?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin looked over to him, then away.

      Wrenlow smiled slightly. “I see that look in your eyes, Gavin. I just wanted to know when you were leaving. That’s what you plan to do now, isn’t it?”

      “I thought it was going to be easy,” he started softly. He glanced up, meeting Wrenlow’s eyes. “When we first came to the city, it was just one more job for me. For us. I figured we would take a few jobs, move on.”

      He shook his head. That had been his life for as long as he could remember. When he had partnered with Wrenlow, the jobs hadn’t really changed, though Gavin had. He had started to use his own moral compass a bit more with taking jobs. Wrenlow had been good for him.

      Gavin sighed. “But then…”

      “I understand,” Wrenlow said, nodding and looking around. “I feel the same way. There’s something about this city.”

      Gavin started to smile. “There’s something about this city.”

      At one time, he would’ve said it was magic, and maybe it was, though not the kind of magic that he had once believed it to be. Or maybe it was tied to what the city had been before, and his own El’aras heritage.

      “Now you’re going to go with them,” he said, tilting his head toward the El’aras. “I kept thinking that you would go somewhere, but that was never something I expected out of you.”

      Gavin took a deep breath. “I think I do need to go with them, to understand the power I have. Truly understand it.”

      Wrenlow watched him. “You know I’m not going with you. I haven’t changed my mind.”

      Gavin smiled at him. “I suspected you wouldn’t.”

      “I’m happy here, Gavin.”

      “I know.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to be. Does that make sense?”

      “It makes all the sense in the world,” he said.

      “It’s not that I wouldn’t stay if you needed me. I would—”

      Gavin smiled, settling his hand on Wrenlow’s arm. “I do need you. But I also want my friend to be happy.”

      “None of this would’ve been possible without you.”

      “You would have found yourself eventually,” Gavin said. “It might’ve taken more time, but you would have gotten there.”

      “I feel like I can never repay you.”

      “Well…” Gavin smirked at him. “If we’re talking about repayment, then perhaps that’s a different matter.”

      “I didn’t say I was going to repay you.”

      “Now you’ll refuse to give me my due?”

      “Who’s to say what you’re due?”

      Gavin leaned back, grinning, and swept his gaze around the Dragon. “I’m going to miss it here.”

      “You know, you don’t have to leave. You could stay. Gaspar would welcome you. He doesn’t say it, but he likes having you around. The constables will grumble, but they’ll understand. The city could use someone like you here. For good.”

      There was a part of Gavin that wondered if he could stay like that. He could work with the constables. He could find another way to use his skills. Maybe even train others.

      But if he did, he would never truly understand himself.

      As his gaze drifted over to the table with the El’aras—with Anna, with Thomas, and with Rayena—he knew the answer.

      “Yes. I think I do need to go with them. Despite everything I’ve learned, it seems I have to discover more about myself.”

      “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

      Gavin shook his head and turned back to Wrenlow. “I have no idea… but, seeing as how we have this”—he pulled out the communication enchantment and slipped it into his ear—“we’ll never really be apart. Besides, I have other enchantments that can keep us connected.”

      He thought of the paper dragon that he could use to travel wherever he needed to go, the ravens that would allow him to see whatever he needed to see. And he suspected that Alana had something new she’d been working on, which Gavin would not hesitate to ask to borrow.

      Given that she’d offered her help so willingly before, he believed she would do so again.

      Wrenlow grinned. “That’s right. Now, it might be more challenging, considering how the enchantments placed around the city can restrict access to magic, but hopefully it gives us the ability to stay in touch.”

      He looked over to Anna. “Maybe there’s something that can be done about that limitation.”

      “Do you think she would?”

      “I think for me, she would.”

      “You better be careful with her,” Wrenlow said. “There’s something unusual about the way she looks at you. Gaspar didn’t want us to leave her alone in the room with you. I didn’t really know why, but I suspected he had his reasons.”

      “He does,” Gavin said. “And they probably were good ones, but we don’t have to worry about her doing anything to me.”

      “Because she’s the Risen Shard?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Just something like it?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Well, she’s the Risen Shard, and I’m apparently the Champion.”

      Wrenlow shook his head. “I don’t know about this. I think you’re going to get full of yourself, going with them.”

      “Like he hasn’t already?” Gaspar said, striding over. He carried two mugs of ale, dropped down across from Gavin, and pushed one over to him. “For you, boy. Before you leave.”

      Gavin raised his mug and clunked it against Gaspar’s.
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        * * *

      

      The forest had become familiar to Gavin, even comforting—something he found surprising. Did that mean he would find the El’aras home comforting too?

      He needed to learn about himself, which was the reason he had agreed to go with them. Staying with the El’aras would offer him an opportunity that he would not have otherwise.

      The wind picked up, carrying the smells of the forest. He was on his way to meet the El’aras, who he knew were gathered outside the city, near the western edge of the forest border.

      He started to turn into the forest as two figures strode along the street toward him.

      Gavin recognized Imogen and Timo.

      “You’re leaving,” he said, nodding to Imogen as she approached.

      “In time,” she said with a glance back to Timo. “But not yet. We’re going outside the city to ensure no sorcerers remain. Eventually I will need to leave as well.” She forced a smile, and Gavin saw the sadness in her eyes. “I think I understand your hesitancy in leaving. There comes a time when each of us needs to find out what we are meant to be.”

      Her choice of words unsettled him. It struck him too much of prophecy and destiny. Gavin didn’t believe in either.

      “I think you always knew what you were meant to be,” he said.

      Imogen smiled tightly. “I understood my bond, and now that it’s complete, I think it’s time that I understand something else. If the Chain Breaker can do it, then so, too, can I. Even if it’s difficult.”

      Gavin nodded. He knew it would be. Not only for him but for her as well, he suspected.

      “And Timo?” he asked.

      “His was perhaps the most important bond.” Imogen reached into her pocket and handed something to Gavin. He took it, recognizing it as one of the same sort of enchantments that Gaspar had on him. “If you have need, send word.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know how to send the same messages as Gaspar.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Besides, didn’t you say we’re a team?”

      Gavin chuckled. “We most definitely are.”

      She motioned for Timo, and the two of them started off, heading north.

      Gavin watched for a moment before turning away, and he walked toward the trees.

      Leaving Wrenlow had been difficult, but he still had the enchantment, so Wrenlow wasn’t going to be gone forever. Even Gaspar, the friend he’d not expected to make, had an enchantment, which allowed Gavin to speak with him if necessary.

      He headed through the trees, following the path toward the clearing at the edge of the forest, where he knew the El’aras would be waiting. He found them gathered, the dozen of the Order with Rayena, who nodded to him as he approached. She held herself ready, her gaze lingering on the others. Anna stood with Thomas and five of her El’aras guards. They were situated on opposite sides, eyeing each other, waiting for him.

      When he approached, Anna separated from her group and came over to him. “Are you ready to depart? I don’t like the idea of leaving the taveran out openly. As soon as it is with the rest of the people, it will be safer. Especially if there are other Sul’toral who think they can use it.”

      Gavin still hadn’t fully recovered from the last attack, so the idea of facing another…

      “I’m ready,” he said. “I want to get this over with.”

      As much as he wanted to deny it, a feeling of dread filled him at the idea of going into El’aras-controlled lands. Once he got involved with them, he knew it would be difficult for him to separate himself.

      “Are you sure it shouldn’t stay there?” he asked.

      They had discussed this plan already, and while Gavin was mostly comfortable with it, he needed reassurance that it was the right strategy.

      “You said L’aran might not be gone,” Anna replied.

      “I’m not sure,” Gavin said. “You saw it the same as I did.”

      “I know what can happen when those with power depart this world.”

      “Then you know it’s possible.”

      “It is,” she said.

      “If L’aran survived, we need to be ready for the possibility that he might return.”

      It wasn’t just his return that worried them, it was the possibility that there were others like him who would try to claim the taveran. Gavin still didn’t understand it all, only that it was a device of considerable power. What he did know was that L’aran were dangerous. Maybe they weren’t all powerful dark sorcerers, but enough seemed to be.

      “The others will wait here while we retrieve it,” Anna said.

      “Just the two of us?” Gavin asked, looking past her and searching for Thomas.

      “The Shard and the Champion.”

      Gavin snorted. He couldn’t help but feel as if she was still keeping things from him. At this point, he wasn’t sure if it even mattered. He had committed himself to going with her. He needed to know what he could do. And he had already decided that he would not do anything to harm her. She had to believe that.

      “And then what?” he asked.

      “Then we make our own future,” she said. “We must find our own prophecy.”

      “You realize the prophecy was a sham.”

      She nodded. “I heard what L’aran said.”

      “You still don’t know whether to believe him.”

      “Some of our most skilled were the ones responsible for speaking the words of the prophecy. I find it difficult to know,” she said.

      He regarded her. “You don’t intend to kill me once we have the taveran, do you?”

      “Do you intend to kill me?”

      “No,” Gavin said.

      “Then I would not attempt the same to you.”

      Gavin chuckled. He had no idea whether Anna would be able to kill him. He now had access to his core reserves again, along with the ring, and he had the Order to watch over him. He thought he’d be protected, regardless of what happened.

      “Then we should go. Have the others be ready.”

      “And you,” she said.

      He walked toward Rayena, and a flicker of movement in the trees caught his attention. It was little more than a blur, a slight hint of color that suggested there was somebody out in the forest, and not just some creature. He didn’t know what was there, only that he was sure he had seen a shadowy figure.

      As he raced through the trees, calling upon power, he surged with far more speed than he normally would. It carried him through the forest, to another clearing, where the shadowy figure waited.

      “The Champion has risen,” a familiar voice said.

      “Tristan,” Gavin said.

      He reached for his dagger and summoned power from deep within himself, holding on to it and ready for whatever Tristan might try.

      Tristan turned, lowered his hood, and smiled. “There’s no need for that.”

      “What are you doing here? Did you come to claim the same prize?”

      “Prize?”

      Could Tristan really not know about the taveran?

      Gavin wasn’t going to be the one to tell him.

      There were other things that Tristan would know about, though. Other ways he would try to manipulate Gavin. He had seen it already, and he knew that he had to be careful with his old mentor.

      Still, he didn’t want to fight him if it wasn’t necessary. At least he had recovered, and he had the strength necessary to face Tristan—only, he no longer knew if he wanted to.

      “I’ve been watching you,” Tristan said.

      “Have you?”

      “Did you think that you moved so quietly?”

      “I wasn’t trying to be quiet,” Gavin said. “I was trying to do what was necessary.”

      “And you have.”

      Gavin strode toward him, shifting from the dagger to the sword. It seemed more fitting.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” Gavin said.

      “What makes you think I ever left?”

      “I would’ve known. No more games, Tristan. No more tests. No more of any of this.”

      Tristan watched him, and there was a familiar, dark intensity in his eyes, the same one Gavin had come to know all the years he’d been training with him.

      “No more,” he agreed. “But you should know that this is far from over.”

      “You aren’t going to be able to use me.”

      “Why, Gavin, I have not tried to use you. I have prepared you.”

      Gavin grunted, feeling more than a hint of amusement at the idea that Tristan actually believed he had prepared him.

      But then, it was because of Tristan that he had become the fighter he was, that he had come to recognize patterns and realize there was some magic in that. Could it be that Tristan actually had prepared him?

      “You may not believe it,” Tristan continued, “but I have been making sure you are ready—for the most important mission you will ever take.”

      “What one is that?”

      “Not yet, but you will know soon. For now, go with them,” he said, smiling and nodding toward where Gavin had come from in the forest. Gavin was distantly aware of the pressure coming in his direction, from the El’aras making their way toward him. “Learn what you must. Become the Champion. The Champion will be needed.”

      “Now you want to work with me? You were the reason the semarrl were released in the city.”

      Tristan grinned, and there was an edge to it. “That was one of my better plans,” he said, laughing.

      It was almost as if Gavin were back with him, training with him, learning from him.

      Was that what this was going to be about?

      “One of your better plans?” Gavin asked.

      “You had grown fond of the city. You weren’t going to leave while it was unprotected, and I had discovered that the Fates were making their way back to Yoran. I figured I could accomplish multiple goals.” He spread his hands, shrugging slightly. “I care very little about the Fates, but it did seem to me that you needed to be released from your belief that you must protect the city. I thought having access to the semarrl might grant you that.”

      Gavin had a hard time believing that Tristan wanted nothing more than to help him.

      “You could have told me.”

      “I could not,” Tristan said. “You would not have been ready. There was only so much I could teach you. The rest you had to find on your own.” He nodded. “And I must say that you have.”

      “You mean the prophecy?” Gavin grunted. “The prophecy was a farce.”

      “That one was. Another was not.”

      “What are you—”

      A sudden crack behind him caught Gavin’s attention. He spun to see Anna striding toward them, a glow coming from her hand, her fingers working in a steady pattern that Gavin recognized and thought he could replicate.

      When he turned back, Tristan was gone.

      Gavin shook his head and chuckled.

      “What is it?” she asked. “What did you find?”

      “He was here. Tristan. He was here.”

      And he hadn’t attempted anything with Gavin.

      He no longer knew how to feel about Tristan. He had been his mentor, a man who had trained him, teaching him everything he’d learned about how to fight, how to kill. And he had honed the power within Gavin, teaching him how to reach for what he now knew to be magic, but through all of it, he’d never really understood Tristan. And he’d never really understood what Tristan had wanted from him. Even now, Gavin still wasn’t sure.

      “Did he think to claim your right as Champion?”

      “I don’t think so. I think he wanted me to be the Champion.”

      And if that was the case, given Gavin’s experience with him, it was possible that Tristan still intended to use him, despite what he said.

      “I will have the others secure the forest, and we can travel a different way,” Anna said.

      “We probably should, though I don’t know if it’s necessary.”

      A different way meant traveling by enchantment, either one of the stone creatures or the paper dragon, or perhaps through some other enchantment she had access to that Gavin did not yet know about.

      He looked through the forest, trying to see where Tristan had snuck off to, but saw nothing other than a swaying branch that could be anything. He had no idea if it was a sign of Tristan there. Perhaps it was. Perhaps Tristan was watching him.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he said.

      Anna studied him, and a smile curled her lips. “Which part?”

      “I suppose all of it. I’m ready to get all of it over with.”

      “Your training will take time.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure if it would take nearly as long as she believed. It was possible that he had been training for magic his entire life, despite what he had known before. Learning to recognize patterns, to replicate them, had been what Tristan had asked of him from the very beginning.

      “I don’t know how much time we have. Something’s happening. Something is changing.” He thought about what Tristan had said. “And I’m going to need to be ready.”

      Gavin turned toward Yoran. He was not about to let anything happen to his friends or his city.

      And no matter what else changed for him, it had become his city.

      If that meant going with the El’aras, training with his magic, becoming the Champion, then he would.

      But he couldn’t shake the words Tristan had left him with.

      There’s another prophecy.

      And it was that prophecy that had guided Tristan.

      Anna watched him, and Gavin forced a smile.

      “We can head through the hall,” he said. “It should take us away from the city more easily. Others won’t be able to find us. We can have the Order and the El’aras with you circle around to join us.”

      She nodded. “Very well, Gavin Lorren.”

      As they passed through the other clearing, another shadowy movement caught his attention. Gavin looked over, convinced that he had glimpsed Tristan, before turning back away from it and staring into the distance.

      Tristan still thought he could use him. Gavin had to learn why so that he could ensure that he would not be his old mentor’s puppet again.

      The only problem was that Gavin was starting to question if perhaps the reason Tristan was using him was something that he might actually support.

      If so, had Tristan already succeeded?
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss more in the world of the Chain Breaker:

      

      Coming next in The Chain Breaker: A Blade and a Ring.
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        * * *

      

      Read more about Imogen’s adventures in an exciting new series: Unbonded - First of the Blade book 1.
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      Taught to fear magic. Trained from a young age to destroy those who wield it. The First of the Blade Series begins.

      Trained to destroy sorcery from a young age, Imogen Inaratha left that life behind, having come to see magic differently. When her brother asks for help, she embarks on a dangerous journey—and must face a part of her past she wanted to forget.

      An encounter with one of the mythical Porapeth changes the course of the journey. Protecting him forces her to face dark magical creatures and a powerful sorcerer determined to destroy the Porapeth in his quest for even more power.

      To succeed, she must learn the truth of the blade she’d long thought she’d mastered.

      She must truly become the First of the Blade.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss The Dark Sorcerer series set in the same world, featuring Jayna from The Chain Breaker series. Start with Festival of Mourn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Order Returns. 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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            Series by D.K. Holmberg

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dragonwalkers Series

      The Dragonwalker

      The Dragon Misfits

      

      Elemental Warrior Series:

      Elemental Academy

      The Elemental Warrior

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      The Endless War

      

      The Dark Ability Series

      The Shadow Accords

      The Collector Chronicles

      The Dark Ability

      The Sighted Assassin

      The Elder Stones Saga

      

      The Lost Prophecy Series

      The Teralin Sword

      The Lost Prophecy

      

      The Volatar Saga Series

      The Volatar Saga

      

      The Book of Maladies Series

      The Book of Maladies

      

      The Lost Garden Series

      The Lost Garden
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