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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The trembling of magic practically called out to Gavin Lorren like a song that carried on the wind. He could feel it humming inside him, as if it were a great power he’d always been meant to feel. He allowed himself to be drawn by it, and it moved him quickly outside the boundary of Yoran.

      An enormous battle spread out in front of him. Everything about it sung of power being wielded in ways that seemed almost unnatural.

      He stood off to the side, marveling at the fighting rather than getting involved. There was no reason for his involvement, anyway.

      Men and women wielding swords faced off against a line of sorcerers, whose magic was impressive. The power they were able to use came from dozens upon dozens of different spells Gavin had rarely seen used, and never in a battle like this. They were the spells found in stories, the kind of magic that made people fear those able to cast them.

      The sorcerers tossed walls of massive flames outward and made the ground quake, sending chunks of earth flying. Bolts of lightning streaked downward, called from the heavens above. Even the wind reacted, swirling and shimmering and becoming translucent.

      The display of magic was overwhelming. And so far, relatively useless.

      The swordsmen were repelling everything, though not because they weren’t affected. Gavin found it difficult to tell from his vantage whether they felt the effects of the sorcerers’ magic, but it seemed like the power they used simply reflected the magic. Some of their defenses came from enchantments, Gavin was certain, but for the most part, everybody out on the battlefield was forming the traditional Leier sacred pattern that Imogen had long called Tree Stands in the Forest, which allowed the Leier to repel most attacks, magical or otherwise.

      “What do you think?” Imogen asked as she strode over to him. She had on a black jacket and pants, both of which flowed in the wind around her. She looked comfortable, at ease in a way he hadn’t seen from her before she’d left to rejoin her people. Most of that change stemmed from the fact that she now had a purpose, but then again, of course she would. She had become the Leier general, and she led her people well.

      “I think you’re too close to the city,” Gavin said. He motioned to where Yoran rose in the distance, barely visible as little more than a series of buildings that stretched above the horizon. But the city was near enough that he knew they should fear random explosion of magic. If something were to streak away uncontrollably, he feared what might happen to the townspeople behind the walls.

      “We’ve placed defensive enchantments around the boundaries of this battlefield,” Imogen said, pointing to a stone pillar nearby. “They can contain pretty much everything being used here.”

      Gavin arched a brow at that comment. “Pretty much? I’m guessing the townspeople  wouldn’t be satisfied with only containing most of the power you’re throwing around.”

      Imogen snorted. “As if the city is in any real danger. You and I both know that there are enough protections around it to ensure nothing gets through. Even if I were to want to attack Yoran itself, I doubt that my people would be able to overpower the defenses.” Gavin was quiet at this, and she shrugged. “Fine. My people wouldn’t easily be able to overpower those defenses.”

      “Seeing as how you and your shamans have placed many of those protections, I’d think you’d at least know what would be involved.”

      “I do,” she agreed.

      Another burst of heat exploded, and a fireball came hurtling in his direction. Imogen waved a hand, and a shimmering cascade of what looked like tree branches formed in front of her. He knew the gesture was more for his benefit than for hers, as Imogen didn’t need to make any movements to form that pattern. The fireball bounced off the protections, dissolving into nothingness.

      “See?” she said.

      “I see that you can diffuse magic,” he answered. “And considering the Leier’s views on magic, that’s not entirely surprising.”

      “My people have no interest in using magic the way it once had been used. They also don’t have any interest in destroying magic the way they once did. We only want to make sure we can fight and protect each other. If it comes down to it.”

      One more of Imogen’s preparations, he knew. She was nothing if not prepared.

      It was a side of her that he’d never gotten to see before she’d left the city with her brother, and it was a side of her that he was thankful she’d gotten to reveal. She seemed like a fuller, richer version of the woman he’d known before. He wondered if she saw herself in the same way.

      “Can I help with anything out here?” Imogen asked him.

      “I just came to see what was going on,” he said. “I was curious.”

      “Were you, now? Or was this more about you finally coming to train?”

      He shrugged. She wasn’t wrong. She’d been talking to him about training with her for quite a while now. Some of it was his own hesitancy to focus solely on the Leier patterns, but increasingly, Gavin had witnessed just how beneficial they were. He knew he needed to learn whether there would be anything more he might be able to uncover from that fighting style that would help him deal with other threats. Magic could be wielded in many different ways, and it could be countered in many different ways. He had trained to handle physical combat, but he had not always trained to handle magical combat.

      “I thought it might be useful,” he said.

      “Good. I’ve been waiting. What would you like to start with?”

      “You’re the master, so I suppose I’ll let you lead.”

      She flicked her gaze over the battlefield. Three sorcerers were marching forward, all of them channeling different types of power. They weren’t true sorcerers trained in the Society—those sorcerers rarely became battle-ready like these magic wielders. These were shamans who had once been enemies of the Leier, but when their homeland had been destroyed, Imogen had been incorporated them into her people.

      Fighting this way gave the Leier a chance to hone their skills, but Gavin guessed that it also gave them an opportunity to hash out old grudges. Not that he would ask her about that, because he wondered if any of them would ever even be willing to acknowledge they still carried old grudges. At least not while Imogen led them.

      A section of the ground rippled, heaving upward. Jorend, a tall Leier man with a simple metal blade, just stood in place. As the ground began to swell toward him, he still didn’t move. The ground barely shifted as that wave of magic struck his Tree Stands in the Forest pattern. Several other assaults began to hit him at the same time, wind and fire and even one from somewhere behind him that Gavin hadn’t even seen. None of that fazed Jorend.

      “Does it worry you that the Leier have the advantage?” Gavin asked Imogen.

      She didn’t turn toward him. “They are all Leier, so they all have the advantage.”

      “I guess what I’m saying is, does it worry you that the shamans can’t stop sacred sword masters?”

      She shot him a look.

      Gavin shrugged. “Are they not sword masters?”

      “Not all. Not many, in fact.” She walked away from him and called, “Should we begin with what I was taught as the most basic of our sacred patterns?”

      “Tree Stands in the Forest,” he said.

      “Yes. And while you have some familiarity with it and, admittedly, some passing skill with it—”

      Gavin arched a brow.

      “—you are not truly a master of that pattern,” she finished, ignoring his reaction. “There are different elements involved.”

      “Even though I can form different trees out of it?” he asked.

      “That’s not a measure of mastery. I can create an entire forest of different tree types, if I so choose.”

      His jaw dropped. “Wait. You can create an entire forest?”

      “If I so choose,” she repeated.

      He’d seen Imogen use that pattern, and he knew that it was incredibly potent. Seeing her people using it on the battlefield with sorcerers blasting magic at them helped him realize just how powerful it could be. But an entire forest…

      “What could you stop with it?” Gavin asked.

      “Many things. Most of the time it’s not necessary. But the real question is, can you form more than one type?”

      “Why do the different tree types make a difference?”

      He was genuinely curious. He didn’t really understand, nor did he know why it mattered, but he believed she was telling him the truth.

      “It’s not so much the type of tree that makes much of a difference. I suppose, in some ways, it does matter, but it’s more about the reflection of the kind of power that it’s drawing on that matters the most. The different trees represent different manifestations of yourself, different elements of your own power, and different ways for you to harness the energies of the world. Once you manage to do so, you can express that power out from you, and you can use it against dangers you might face.”

      “So you can form protections,” he said, “and you can use them to defend against different types of magic. Also, from the way you’re saying it, I’m presuming that you mean you can use them to defend against different types of magical users, not just different spells that sorcerers use.”

      “Exactly,” Imogen said. “The key is harnessing that power, and focusing it inwardly enough that you can understand just what that power is meant to do, and how it could work for you.”

      He nodded as he thought about what exactly she was saying.

      “Would you like to work?” she asked.

      Gavin shrugged. “We do have some time.”

      “We have time now, but I’ve often believed that it’s not just about having the time, but making the time. Considering what we have faced, and you in particular, I think you’d benefit from training appropriately.”

      Gavin smiled slightly. It had been a long time since someone had admonished him about not taking the time to train. Even when he’d been working with Tristan, Gavin had rarely needed such talking-tos. He had always dedicated himself, always taken the time to ensure that he was as trained and ready as possible.

      “I appreciate your concern for my dedication to my preparations.”

      “I don’t say it to upset you,” she said.

      He chuckled. “Oh, I know. Anyway, let’s start with whatever pattern you think I need.”

      “I have said it already.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Let’s start with whatever tree pattern you think I need.”

      “Why don’t you start with what comes most natural to you?”

      “The bralinath tree pattern, then.”

      Imogen stepped back, holding her blade at the ready. He was surprised that she had a weapon on her at all, especially given that she rarely wielded one around him anymore. Most of the time now, she used her sacred patterns, and the magic that they summoned, to fight.

      She waited for him, seeming to recognize the moment he solidified his bralinath tree.

      Then she moved.

      Gavin still hadn’t fully come to terms with just how much of Imogen’s power had changed in the time he’d known her. The fluidity to the way she moved and the ease with which she glided forward still caught him by surprise.

      She drove her blade at him, and it began to slide through his protection.

      He held on to the tree pattern, trying to fortify it and brace for her at the same time.

      This was about fighting with only the Leier patterns. It was why he used Tree Stands in the Forest and nothing else. This was what Imogen wanted for him.

      “I don’t remember you being quite so capable of overpowering this before,” Gavin said through gritted teeth.

      “You aren’t the only one who trains, Gavin Lorren,” she said.

      As he continued to focus on the tree, he realized what she was doing: She was finding a way past the different branches he’d formed. He had to fortify them and furnish the trees with more strength. Gavin attempted to add more elements of defense to the pattern, beginning to bridge more power into it.

      It slowed Imogen, but it didn’t stop her altogether. She slipped past his barrier, and when she was just a hair away from striking him, her blade stopped.

      But not because he had stopped her.

      “Well,” Gavin said. He had known he was in no real danger. He had never feared that Imogen was going to harm him, but the idea that she had been so capable of bypassing his defenses had still caught him off guard. “You would’ve been able to kill me.”

      “Only if you kept holding that,” she said. “You felt what I was doing.”

      “I did.”

      “And do you think you’d be able to do the same?”

      He frowned. If there was one thing he could do—and which Imogen knew he could do—it was pick up on the use of power around him and identify patterns. He had always been able to do that. It was what Tristan had trained him to do.

      “I think I could,” he said.

      “Good. Now you demonstrate.”

      “I don’t have a blade.”

      “You don’t need a blade to be the Champion any longer, do you?” Imogen asked.

      He shrugged, but she was right. He had been using a blade generated out of his core reserves, fortified with the power of the bralinath trees. Now he felt that power blooming, and it formed a blade of faint white energy.

      Gavin darted toward Imogen. He wasn’t able to get far, and he didn’t overwhelm her the way he’d been overwhelmed by her. He tried to slip past her defenses, but it didn’t work.

      After attempting several different things, he finally stepped away from her. He shook his head. “You’re still the master.”

      “Of course I am,” she said. There was no arrogance in the way she said it, just confidence. “Now, let’s get you to train with the sacred patterns a little more, and you can see if you can start to use the proper terms for them.”

      He gave a small smirk at that.

      They backed away from each other, and Imogen bowed her head in a polite nod, before rushing toward him.

      They sparred. Back and forth they went, both of them flashing between the sacred patterns, and Gavin quickly saw just how overmatched he was. At least, using this fighting style. But he couldn’t help feeling as if it was still beneficial to have the opportunity to practice with Imogen like this. As they fought, she called out the names of the different patterns, including Tree Stands in the Forest, Petals on the Wind, and a dozen or so others. Gavin didn’t really care about the names, but it was important to Imogen, so he would make it important to him. At least when he was using the patterns.

      But he could never overpower her using the sacred patterns alone.

      When they took a break, she regarded him with amusement in her eyes. “You didn’t deviate from the sacred patterns.”

      “The intent was for me to practice them.”

      “You don’t want to try to do so while mixing in your other abilities?”

      “I find it better to spar with a singular focus,” he said. “Today was about trying to get a little more competent with these sacred patterns.”

      “You’re definitely competent. And had you been able to fight like this even several years ago, you would’ve been considered one of the greatest sword masters in all the Leier.” She looked over the battleground. “Much has changed. I would like to think for the better.”

      “So would I,” Gavin said.

      “And has it?” Imogen asked.

      “Things are quiet now, I suppose. The order isn’t a threat. We’re able to explore and experiment and—”

      Imogen bowed, then sprinted away. She spoke quietly to several Leier, who then used the Lightning Strikes pattern, shot upward, and landed on three circling renral that Gavin hadn’t even noticed. Or maybe they hadn’t been there before and had just been summoned.

      They went streaking away, and Imogen came striding back over to him, saying nothing.

      “What was that about?” he asked.

      “Only something that I detected,” she said.

      Detected. Which meant she’d done so through her use of the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern—that he hadn’t even known she used. Either that, or it was something she saw. The Porapeth side of her.

      “We could go check it out,” Gavin said.

      “We have no need.”

      “You’re not worried about it?”

      “We have people we’ve been training,” she said. “People who are fully capable. People we must empower to remain fully capable.”

      He frowned at that. It wasn’t wrong, though. They had been training their people. Not only had the Leier been working, but Gavin had been working with people around the city, trying to make sure that everybody was competent enough to defend themselves.

      It was what they wanted. It was what they needed.

      But it left him feeling a little hollow, if he were honest with himself.

      Imogen chuckled. “There comes a time when we have to let go. A time when the soldier must take up command. That’s where you are now.”

      “Now I have to become a general?”

      “You can choose to either be a soldier, or to become a leader. You’ve already proven what you want to be.”

      “A fighter,” Gavin said.

      She pursed her lips. “Have you? It seems to me that you’ve proven you want to be the leader. You may do it in your own way, but a leader, nonetheless.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Besides,” Imogen went on, “if you needed to do all that I have my people doing, you wouldn’t have time for what you’re doing in that place.”

      That place. The other realm. Where he and Gaspar had been exploring.

      “I guess you’re right,” he said.

      She snorted. “Oh, I know I’m right about that. Gaspar has made it quite clear.”

      “It sounds like you want to come.”

      “I do,” she admitted, “but I’m needed here.” The look in her eyes said everything.

      The fact that Gavin was going over to the other realm meant that he was still a soldier. And she wanted him to be more.

      What did he want to be?
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      Pressure pushed on Gavin. It was a different kind of pressure than what he was accustomed to, but every time he came to the strange realm, he realized that the pressure seemed to be building, shifting in a way that left him feeling energy bearing down on him. There were times when he felt as if he were submerged deep beneath the ocean, reminding him of when he was swimming during his training with Tristan. Though Tristan hadn’t thought he would ever need to be a skilled swimmer. Gavin had never traveled to or fought in places where such a skill would have been necessary. These days, Gavin wasn’t even sure he could swim any longer.

      “Are you watching here, boy?”

      Gavin glanced over to where Gaspar was standing near a tall, dried husk of a tree. He was shifting one of the enchantments on his wrist, flipping a dagger in his other hand, and scanning the horizon. Gavin suspected that he was using one of the many enchantments he wore to have enhanced eyesight.

      Gavin nodded and turned his attention to the distance, trying to make sense of what it was that he was able to see. But even as he enhanced his own eyesight with his core reserves, he wasn’t able to make out much more than what he already had.

      “There’s nothing. It’s empty.”

      “Not entirely empty,” Gaspar muttered. “We’ve found a few corpses, after all.”

      That had been unexpected. They’d been visiting this realm off and on for the last few weeks, ever since they had defeated the order. They were trying to make sense of what was here and what had happened after Gavin had added a bit of power to this realm by shifting the bralinath trees. In doing so, he knew he had changed things, but he hadn’t known what had changed. All he knew was that he could feel that some part of it had been altered, and it made it so that the power he was able to access—the power he knew was here—was even more considerable than it had been.

      Before, this place had been relatively empty. Not always, and not entirely empty, but relatively so, as there were creatures that existed here. He had no idea where they came from, though. It was hard enough for him and his people to make it over to this realm, so he was left with questions about the origin of some of the monsters they’d dealt with on this side, but they hadn’t found any good answers.

      Mostly, he wanted to better understand the kind of power here, and to control his connection to it. Increasingly, Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to have a better connection to that power and a better understanding of it so that he might be able to draw on it and even call more to himself.

      He turned and looked at Gaspar. “Can you feel anything?”

      “Not a whole lot.” He flicked his dagger around again, then turned in place. “I suppose you’re going to tell me there’s something out here?”

      “To be honest, I’m not quite sure. I just feel this pressure building. It’s like a weight on my shoulders. I don’t even know if it’s anything to be concerned about or not.”

      “Is it new?”

      Gavin frowned at the question, but he understood the source of it. “I haven’t noticed it before, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Still think it’s tied to the order? They’ve been pretty quiet lately, so I’m not sure there’s much we have to be concerned about when it comes to them.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure how to respond, partly because he agreed with Gaspar. The order had been silent, and he no longer knew if they were the threat he’d believed them to be. His realm, and Yoran in particular, had been quiet. That should be reassuring, and in many ways it was, especially as Gavin believed there was so much he needed to do, and so many people he needed to protect—enough that he wasn’t sure what he’d be able to do if the order decided to resume their attack.

      But it was this realm that left him uncertain.

      It was this realm that left him without any answer as to its purpose, or what the order wanted with it.

      There wasn’t anything out here, and nothing was coming their way—at least, not that he was able to see. But he could feel the strangeness, and more and more, he’d known that there had to be some purpose behind this place, though so far Gavin hadn’t been able to figure out what it was.

      “Let’s keep moving,” he said.

      “I’m happy that these enchantments work,” Gaspar said, climbing onto his wolf enchantment and sitting on its back. “I really wish we could have your dragon here, though.”

      Gavin snorted. “I have a hard time thinking about how the dragon would react to being folded and brought over here.”

      “It’d probably just attack us.”

      “Probably just attack you.”

      Gaspar frowned, but then he shrugged. “You know, you might be right. I like to think that little dragon likes me, but I don’t think it knows me all that well. And given everything that it’s done for you…”

      Gavin chuckled and climbed on the back of his own wolf. He was thankful that the enchantment stayed intact as they crossed over, and even more thankful that it was functional in this realm. Still, he was concerned about what would happen if the enchantments no longer worked as they should here.

      He still had access to his power and could feel his core reserves, along with the greater connection that linked him to a deeper power—the power he still thought was tied to the bralinath trees, even though the trees felt as if they had changed in some manner. They needed access to enchantments if they were to get into a dangerous situation, especially if Gaspar wanted to stay here.

      Gavin appreciated having him with him. Gaspar saw things in a way he often didn’t, and he needed that as well.

      They started off at a casual pace, letting the wolves track as quickly as they could but not pushing them to their maximum. It was better to reserve some energy, as Gavin didn’t know if those enchantments would be able to draw on their magic if he pushed them too hard. They had been exploring for the better part of the last few hours, and there was a limit to how long and how far they would go because Gavin and Gaspar didn’t want to be gone for too long. There were things that both of them needed to be doing, but for now, this was a good use of their time.

      “Still think you need to bring that other woman with you,” Gaspar shouted, raising his voice so he could be heard over the thundering of the stone wolves as they bounded across the ground.

      “I think Jayna has her own issues she’s dealing with,” Gavin said, deducing who Gaspar was referring to.

      “Even so, having a sorcerer like that, somebody who has some control over the kind of power that’s here… Seems to me that would be useful.”

      “You just want her to bring Eva with her.”

      “That one scares me,” Gaspar said after a moment.

      Gavin snickered. He couldn’t disagree with that. Maybe it was just the nature of Eva’s power. As an Ashara, she should be able to change forms, and so far she hadn’t been able to do so consistently. At some point, if and when she ever regained that ability, she would be even more formidable than she already was.

      More likely, Gaspar’s fear stemmed from his worry about the Ashara. Eva was not the only one of her people who was involved with everything that’d been happening. The others had barely been part of the fighting they’d done, but if the other Ashara were to try to get more involved, Gavin didn’t know whether he would be able to contain them if they started to pose a danger.

      And the fact that he even considered that as a possible need was probably arrogance on his part.

      But there was another reason for the Ashara to worry Gavin. It wasn’t so much his fear of them, but it was more about his fear of how the El’aras would eventually deal with them. He knew how Anna and the other El’aras felt about the Ashara and how they viewed them. Some of those feelings came from ancient grudges, which Gavin understood, even if he’d been working on trying to mitigate them so they didn’t have the same issues as before. But some of those feelings came from the fact that the Ashara were connected to fire. So much of the El’aras knowledge and history was bound to the bralinath trees, which preserved aspects of El’aras memories. The Ashara’s ability to use fire allowed them to destroy bralinath trees, even though nothing Gavin had seen of the Ashara he’d met indicated that they had any interest in doing so.

      He and Gaspar kept moving. At one point, they found the dry remains of a streambed but didn’t see anything within it. There were no signs of creatures, which was probably for the best. Most of the ones they had encountered in this realm were enormous and difficult to deal with. Gavin had needed to dispatch most of them, though Gaspar had helped. Typically, however, the best strategy had involved simply returning to Yoran rather than fighting.

      The sense of pressure began to build again, and Gavin was aware of it, though he found himself pushing against it using his core reserves. The technique allowed him to ignore most of that pressure, but not all of it. It grew increasingly difficult to do so, though this did remind him of some of his earliest days of training, when he had first become the Chain Breaker.

      He looked around and noticed something different in the distance.

      For the most part, they’d been traveling across a fairly bleak and barren landscape, and even places where they found anything like the husks of trees had been barren. They’d come across dried streambeds and other similar things, but rarely had they encountered anything much more significant.

      Now he saw something: a structure, a form, and evidence of life.

      He slowed, and he raised a hand, motioning into the distance. Gaspar cupped a hand over his brow, and he used his other free hand to wiggle one of his bracelet charms. It was something that Gaspar did with his enchantments, though Gavin wondered why. He thought it was mostly a nervous gesture, but maybe there was something to the way Gaspar did it that allowed him to adjust the focus and field of vision.

      When he said as much, Gaspar shrugged. “Some enchantments work differently than others,” he muttered.

      “I understand that,” Gavin said. “Does this one let you change how well you can see?”

      “It adjusts the magnification. Most of the time, I keep it activated so I can see things with just a little enhancement. I consider it my way of trying to keep up with somebody like you. It helps, but when we come across things like this…” Gaspar threw his hands up. “I feel like I need to use it more often. It’s a good thing we have a pretty ready supply of them.”

      Gavin shook his head. “And what happens when Zella decides she doesn’t want to provide these for you any longer?”

      “For me? Gods, it don’t matter what she makes for me. I think she’s doing it for you. Anything for the Chain Breaker,” he said with mock seriousness.

      “I don’t think she intends to make enchantments for me indefinitely.”

      “It depends,” Gaspar said. “I think she sees you as some sort of city protector. A savior, almost. You should hear the way some of the enchanters talk about you.”

      Gavin rolled his eyes. “They only feel that way because I allowed them to act more independently.”

      “Yes, and that’s an important thing. You gave them freedom. You gave them their livelihoods. They don’t have to hide any longer.”

      Gavin turned away and peered off into the distance, toward what looked like the remains of an old city. The stone had crumbled, leaving only walls and a bit of structure, which was not enough that he could make out much about it. He moved forward more carefully, creeping along the road, and he kept waiting for the possibility that he would be attacked by some creature. He had no idea what they might find or if they were in any type of danger. A place like this would be a good spot for all sorts of monsters to hide, though when they’d encountered things before, they had simply appeared.

      “Does your magnification allow you to see anything moving out there?” Gavin asked.

      “Not so much,” Gaspar said, “so if they’re out there…”

      “If they are,” Gavin muttered.

      “I don’t really understand what else you intend to see here.”

      “I’m just trying to figure out if there’s any movement.”

      “And if there is?” Gaspar asked.

      “Then we can return to Yoran and come back here after we have enough supplies to handle anything we need to, depending on what’s there.”

      “I still don’t see why you want to explore all this. I mean, I get that it’s weird and unique, but any time we come to this realm and deal with some of the creatures here, it just puts us in danger. You’re looking for something, but you haven’t been really clear about what that is.”

      “Information, mostly,” Gavin said.

      “You want to study?” Gaspar started to laugh, causing him to shift a little on the back of the wolf. The enchantment jerked in response, nearly tossing Gaspar off. That stifled his laugh. “If that’s what you’re after, then just bring the kid. He’s a much better researcher than you are.”

      “I had intended to bring him once we know what’s here, but I don’t know if it’s going to be safe to do that. At least, I don’t know that it’s going to be safe for him to stay by himself. He’s going to need help.”

      “He has that sorcerer with him most of the time when he’s studying, so it’s unlikely that he’ll get into all that much trouble.”

      Wrenlow and Char had turned into quite the formidable researching duo. They had complementary minds that allowed them to find things that few others were able to detect, as well as piece things together in ways that others couldn’t. It was useful. And more than that, it gave Wrenlow somebody to bounce ideas off of.

      Gavin didn’t know Char that well, but he had the sense that, like him, Char appreciated Wrenlow for his insight. Wrenlow didn’t have any magical ability of his own and had to rely on his mind exclusively. It was the reason Gavin had effectively recruited Wrenlow when they’d first met. He had a great mind and was able to see things Gavin couldn’t. He just wished that he’d been able to help Wrenlow become a much better fighter than he was.

      “Well?” Gaspar asked, and Gavin shrugged.

      They moved forward, and by the time they reached the ruins, Gavin knew this was exactly the kind of thing he was looking for. Many of the buildings had markings on them, writing unlike anything he’d ever seen before.

      This was where he needed to bring Wrenlow and Char.

      “Now we can go back,” Gavin said.

      “Just like that? You don’t want to make sure there’s nothing here that’s going to harm them?”

      Gavin paused for a moment, using the tree pattern he’d learned from Imogen and modifying it the way he’d taken to doing to test for the possibility of other power around him. It was effective in detecting different gradations of power, though Gavin hadn’t been able to identify much from it. Not here, at least. If there was something dangerous, he didn’t pick up on it.

      “There’s nothing,” Gavin said. “At least, not now. When Wrenlow comes, we can have him work with Char to test that.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Good. Then we need to get back. You do remember that there’s a meeting tonight, after all.”

      Gavin groaned. He’d forgotten about that, but maybe he shouldn’t have. He was the one who had called the council together, and he was the reason they were working together to protect Yoran. Had he not done it, he knew what would likely happen—his friends, and his people, would end up fighting among themselves rather than helping one another the way they had been lately.

      Gaspar laughed. “That’s the reaction I expected.”

      Gavin muttered a swear under his breath. He climbed off the wolf, then he channeled a bit of his core reserves and tapped on the wolf’s side. The wolf began to fold and compress into a smaller and smaller size until it was little more than a stone sculpture once again. Gaspar did the same thing, though his remained a little larger than Gavin’s.

      They both stuffed their enchantments into their pockets, and Gaspar stepped close to Gavin. Gavin focused on returning, generated the power through the core reserves by drawing on some of that bralinath power, and folded them.

      As soon as he did, he could feel that something was wrong.
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      They returned to the section of the forest they’d cleared for transporting between realms. There was one thing about that process that could be dangerous, and Gavin knew better than to run the risk of drawing too much power through himself to do that, so he’d been cautious with it, wanting to make sure he didn’t damage anything in the folding process.

      Once he’d found the realm on the other side, it was easy enough for him to redirect himself back here through a link he was able to find and follow to this location. He still wasn’t entirely sure about the nature of that process and the patterns between it, but he was getting better with that. It was almost as if he followed some sort of thread that he could fold along, one that would guide him.

      The pain never changed, though.

      Every time he folded, Gavin was constantly aware of that pain, as though it was a pronounced part of the folding experience. He still didn’t understand all of that, as he was still learning about the technique.

      Increasingly, though, he felt that he needed to better understand the folding technique so he could use it to travel from one place to another, even in his realm—something he had not yet mastered. He had seen others who had, but they’d died before he’d had a chance to interrogate them about what had happened or whether there would be any way for him to use that skill.

      Gaspar grunted the moment they were back, shook his head, and ran a hand through his hair. He twisted his enchantments, shuffling them farther up his forearm as if locking them in place.

      “Never get used to that, boy,” he grumbled.

      “I don’t either,” Gavin said.

      “Something seems different here,” Gaspar said, immediately shifting his stance and withdrawing a pair of daggers.

      Gavin held up his hand to silence him and keep him from reacting. “It just feels different, but there isn’t anything here.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Mostly,” Gavin said.

      “‘Mostly’ isn’t good enough.”

      “‘Mostly’ is all we have here, Gaspar. We need to get back.”

      “If there’s something unusual, we need to keep track of it. You and I both know that you pick up on things that others don’t. It’s better for us to be sure that nothing surprises us. Unless you don’t think there’s any real danger.”

      Gavin was accustomed to feeling a shift when he transitioned between realms. That partly came from his own connection to the bralinath trees, but some of it seemed to stem from the energy he increasingly believed was prominent in the other realm. He didn’t know what to make of that power, only that he was able to feel something of it, and the longer he spent in the other realm, the more attuned to it he became.

      It did leave him wondering if he would ever be able to use that power, though he doubted that would be the case. Perhaps drawing on the bralinath trees the way he had to so he could transition between realms would give him some ability to, but that hadn’t been true so far.

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said. “I just feel…” He closed his eyes and turned in place, focusing on the core reserves inside himself, and whether or not there’d be anything he could draw on. Even as he started to focus on that power, he wasn’t sure what it was, but he could feel that power inside him.

      When he said that to Gaspar, Gaspar just grunted again. “So there’s something here that you’re able to channel, but you don’t know what it is?”

      “I can feel it,” Gavin said, “but I don’t know what it is. I can come back out here and look a little more after our meeting.”

      “If there’s something moving, the meeting can wait. You know that as well as I do.”

      When Gavin turned back toward Yoran, he began to feel a strange energy that reminded him of what he felt on the other side of the folding, almost as if it were starting to push through from the other realm.

      “That’s odd,” Gavin mumbled mostly to himself.

      “What now?”

      “There’s some residual power seeping through.”

      “Through your connection?”

      Gavin nodded. “It’s seeping through where we folded.”

      He looked at the trees that surrounded them, which weren’t bralinath. Those were deeper in the forest, and he hadn’t wanted to stay too close to the bralinath trees when he was doing the folding technique, since he didn’t know if it would affect them in any way.

      Over time, the seeker trees had made it closer to this place and now ringed it, but they did so at a distance. Gavin wondered why the seeker trees had come here. He still didn’t have any way of speaking to them, but he suspected that he must have done something that had summoned them and their power. He didn’t have a good answer as to how, or why, or what that might mean. His own connection to those seeker trees was faint. He understood that they were tied to the El’aras and wanted to help protect them, but they didn’t connect to him in quite the same way the bralinath trees did. If they were moving, the question was why.

      “When we travel between realms, I feel as if there’s a link that’s formed,” Gavin explained, “and I follow that back. Maybe it’s just seeping along that link.”

      Gaspar pursed his lips. “Makes you wonder whether that’s intentional, and what would happen if that link were to get stronger.”

      “So you don’t think we should keep folding and testing and seeing what’s over there?”

      “No, that’s not it. I think we need to,” Gaspar said. “We both know that the order was after something on the other side, and until we figure out what they wanted, there’s always going to be a possibility of danger.”

      It wasn’t just what the order was after that troubled Gavin. It was more about who could have been responsible for it on the other side. And given that they’d found some ruins, it suggested that there was something on the other side, if only he could find those answers.

      The sputtering of power began to fade.

      “Maybe it’s just a tenuous link,” Gavin said. “Because it’s already gone.”

      “I see. Well, be careful. Maybe we need to set more protections around this place, just in case there’s a possibility that something might come out of it.”

      “Let’s do that, then.”

      It was a sensible solution, and something Gavin didn’t necessarily have to deal with on his own. He had enough enchanters and sorcerers working with him who could handle such protections. All he needed to do was indicate where to place such protections.

      Gavin removed one of Mekel’s enchantments from his pouch and tapped on it. Once the wolf expanded, he instructed it to wait. It looked around at everything as if it were observing the forest, or perhaps even preparing to hunt. The wolf enchantments were so lifelike at times that they would be unnerving if Gavin hadn’t been attuned to it. Even still, it could be unnerving.

      He and Gaspar started off, making their way back to the city. By the time they reached the outskirts of Yoran, Gavin felt a familiar sensation wash over him, and a surprising sense of relief. He had been feeling that way more and more of late, despite the fact that he never would’ve considered himself as having a home. But lately, especially, he had started to feel as if Yoran was his home, and the kind of place he wanted nothing more than to protect it as much as possible.

      He had tried leaving, but the city and the people within had drawn him back. Perhaps it was inevitable that he would refer to it as his home now.

      “How much time do you think we have before the meeting?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar glanced up at the sky, then looked at Gavin and chuckled. “Not much. Somebody decided to take as much time as he wanted to explore.”

      “We found something, so it was worthwhile, and you know it.”

      Finding anything at all was useful. They’d been looking long enough that they had encountered strange creatures on the other side, but they hadn’t found ruins until this time.

      Gaspar breathed out heavily. “I’ve got to stop by my home and gather a few things. Meet you at the Dragon?”

      Gavin nodded. “I’m going to check the perimeter.”

      “You don’t need to do that any longer, do you?”

      “I probably don’t, but it’s habit.”

      Gaspar looked as if he wanted to object, but he didn’t, instead heading away from Gavin and giving him space to make his own steady patrol around the perimeter. Gavin trusted others, but when he’d trained with Tristan, it had been ingrained in him to make sure he could do everything by himself. The lesson had been a harsh and painful one.

      “Did you sweep around the perimeter?” Tristan had asked on one particular assignment. It had been little more than a test, an opportunity for Gavin to prove that he was able to sneak around without being caught. At the time, he had still been small and slight, no more than twelve years old.

      “Verak did,” Gavin replied.

      Verak was another student of Tristan’s who’d been training alongside Gavin. The two of them worked together, doing so relatively well, or at least Gavin thought so.

      “Did you double-check?” Tristan asked.

      “Do I need to?”

      Tristan said nothing. Gavin moved forward, and within a moment, five darts struck him in the back, arms, and neck. Each of them was tipped with a painful poison that caused his body to burn.

      Gavin collapsed and looked over at Tristan, who simply studied him.

      He finally walked over to Gavin, and there was a familiar darkness in his eyes. “Never trust another to do something crucial. This will be your only warning.”

      From that point on, Gavin had double-checked everything, and it had saved him more often than he wanted to admit. There weren’t all that many times when he’d worked with others, but in the times he did, Tristan’s natural distrust had worked in Gavin’s favor.

      And now it was a difficult habit to break.

      He wandered along the outskirts of the city, allowing himself to just drift while focusing on his core reserves to sense for the magic there. As he did, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was a bit more power than what he expected. The protections were all intact, not that Gavin really expected otherwise.

      He thought back to the first time he’d come to Yoran and how there’d been no magic. Back then, he’d believed that it was for the best. For so long, Gavin had let himself feel as if that was going to make things safe. That staying in a place without power, where he thought he didn’t have to fear magic, was exactly what he needed.

      But over time, Gavin had added additional layers of magic to Yoran, and he’d been responsible for more and more power taking hold here, and more and more energy. So many different levels of protection had been worked around the entirety of the city that it had become nearly impenetrable, at least magically. There was something quite reassuring about that, though most people within the city wouldn’t even know about—or at least be able to feel—the number of protections they had placed.

      He paused at an incredibly ornate sculpture, which was one of Mekel’s enchantments. Gavin pressed his hand up against the large stone golem, and he immediately began to feel the trembling inside it, recognizing that there was considerable energy still stored and trapped within it, waiting to be released. He knew what would likely happen if that power were set free, and knew that the energy within the golem would likely be violent and dangerous to anybody who came to do harm to the city.

      But for Gavin, he was able to feel it as a faint stir of energy underneath his hand.

      He could easily imagine what would happen if it was activated, the way the golem would change, stretching and extending to become fully formed. He could sense some of that, even if he wasn’t entirely sure what it was that he was able to feel. He recognized that there was power there, and as it trembled, he could tell that whatever was within it was considerable.

      This wasn’t just Mekel’s doing.

      Gavin was tempted to activate the golem, mostly because he was curious about what it would look like and what would happen if he were to do so. He didn’t, however. Anything he might do would likely trigger additional defenses, and that was not what he wanted to do.

      He didn’t patrol the border the way he once had, mostly because he didn’t need to, but partly because he had found himself drawn into the other realm more and more as he struggled to understand it and the kind of power that was there. There were questions about the other side that couldn’t be answered by staying in Yoran. And there were people in the city who didn’t need his assistance, despite what Gavin might think of himself.

      Finally, he moved on, continuing his patrol of the city. The outskirts of Yoran had once been the crumbling remains of broken buildings, but that was no longer the case. Now it had extended, becoming a much larger area with different organized sections. There were still the traditional inhabitants of the city, and then it flowed outward to buildings that had been occupied by the El’aras, if only for a little while. The stonework had been impressive because it seemed as though they had used their abilities to draw the stone out of the ground itself, forming structures in ways that human hands could not.

      But now this section was left untouched.

      The El’aras had abandoned the city once more, but they’d left behind the changes they had made to the buildings, the modifications to the stone, and the beauty they had added. Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if those modifications had made the city even grander.

      Just beyond the edge of the city, the Leier were camped—if it could even be called that. At one time, Gavin would’ve called it a camp, but that description didn’t seem to fit any longer. Now they were settled. Many of the structures had an enduring quality to them, and most of the people in Yoran had taken to the Leier in ways Gavin couldn’t help but appreciate. More permanent structures continued to be built as the Leier struggled to rebuild some of what had once been their home.

      From what Imogen had said, they had once lived in small villages all around the mountainside, which made living in Yoran a significant adjustment, though the Leier were nothing if not capable of making adjustments. Especially as of late.

      Imogen had introduced magic to their people, something they’d always feared before. Now that she had, though, he didn’t think she would ever want to change that. She likely also wouldn’t want to return her people to the mentality they’d had before, of fearing the dangers of magic.

      He finished his circuit around the city, and as he finally entered it, he once again noticed power wash over him as the enchantments meant to subdue magic took over. There were many more restrictions to those than there had been before. Now they were selective, rather than applying to everyone, and more and more people were granted full power inside the city. Gavin didn’t think he was actually one of them, but then, he also didn’t fear the limitations because he was able to draw on his core reserves and connect to the bralinath trees, regardless of what protections they had in place.

      He reached the building that he had taken over as his home. It was simple and made of stone, but old. The building was one of the oldest in the city, in fact, and Gavin didn’t know if it was El’aras made, though he figured the stonework was far too basic for that. There was something comforting in its simplicity, reminding him of when he’d trained as a child and lived in barely more than a bedroom inside the bunker. And considering how little time Gavin spent in this home, it really didn’t need to be much more than that.

      Hundreds of enchantments had been placed on the home, by his friends, by enchanters, and by sorcerers. A couple of them were ones he’d added, or at least modified. They were his way of trying to ensure that he was safe here, even though he didn’t think that anything, or anyone, would cause problems.

      But as he approached, he saw a piece of paper next to his door.

      He tentatively took it, trying to decide whether he needed to be concerned. As he studied the paper, he realized who it was from, and he knew he couldn’t ignore it.

      The El’aras had summoned him.
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      The inside of the Dragon was quiet, though that wasn’t terribly uncommon these days, ever since Jessica had made sure she was much more cautious about the kinds of patrons she welcomed. The calmness was also viewed in a different light than it had been when Gavin had first come to the city, when the tavern had been something of a meeting place for thieves like Gavin and Gaspar, and it had been friendly to their kind. It had also been friendly to enchanters, which was something that he hadn’t known at the time but probably should have realized, as that was what had probably drawn him to the Dragon.

      Now there was more of an upper-class clientele, mostly because people understood that much of the city’s council met here.

      As Gavin stepped inside, he breathed in the heavy, woody smell of smoke that drifted from someplace near the corner. The aroma of ale, roasting meat, and spices also hung in the air.

      He found Gaspar already seated in a booth with Wrenlow and Olivia. She had a broad smile on her face as she looked at Wrenlow, and she said something to him that Gavin couldn’t hear.

      Somebody jabbed Gavin in the shoulder, and he spun, immediately on edge, until he saw it was Jessica. Her chestnut hair hung loose, and she swept her gaze around the tavern. Her apron, a little off kilter, was dusted with grease stains from her cooking, along with what he suspected was flour.

      “Don’t just block the doorway,” she said to him.

      Gavin smirked. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t trying to. I was just…”

      “Just surveying things, looking for threats, the way that Gavin does.”

      “I didn’t realize there was anything specific that Gavin does,” he said.

      She shrugged. “Okay, maybe not all the time, but when you come in here, you always look like you’re readying for a fight. Not the same kind of fight you used to be ready for, but a new one.” She grinned as she said it.

      “Can you blame me?”

      “Well, I could blame you for what you did, but I won’t.”

      He arched a brow at her.

      “You did the right thing here, Gavin. You organized everybody, you have them all working together, and the city is as protected as it’s ever been. More than that, you managed to keep a measure of peace in the city.” She whipped a towel off her shoulder and wrung it for a moment. “Not to say that there aren’t difficulties here. The constables have to deal their own trouble, and they have to make sure things are running smoothly, but the kinds of crime they’re investigating and the kinds of things they have to sort out are quite different than they once had been. It’s… Well, I suppose you would say it’s good.”

      He smiled. “I suppose it is.”

      “None of that explains the look in your eyes, though. You know it’s good, and you know that the people who are coming here are doing so because they’re looking for a measure of peace and safety, so…” She watched him closely. “What’s bothering you?”

      “It’s the same issues,” Gavin said.

      “The kind you don’t think most people can really understand.”

      “When have I said that?”

      Jessica snickered. “Well, it’s not so much what you said, it’s how you said it. You make sure you’re the only one who does this investigation. Yes, you bring Gaspar with you, but then again, the two of you are thick as thieves. I mean, I suppose you are thieves, but you’re thick as brothers? It doesn’t quite work as well saying it like that.”

      “I trust him,” Gavin said.

      “And you don’t trust the others on the council?”

      He paused for a moment, debating how he wanted to answer. “I trust Wrenlow.”

      “Of course you trust Wrenlow. He was the first person you brought here, and you’ve been training him for as long as I’ve known you. But you have to start trusting the others.”

      “I trust Imogen,” Gavin said. “And Zella and…” He trailed off when he saw Jessica’s expression. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is you have to let people you trust do the work they need to do.”

      She strode away from him, leaving him wondering what he’d done to deserve the mini lecture, but he suspected that it had something to do with what had been happening in his absence.

      And he had been absent. Maybe that had been Gaspar’s point too. Gavin had been coming and going from the city quite a bit, but most of the time, he’d been in the other realm, folding himself so he could explore.

      At least, that was what he told himself. He kept looking, thinking that he needed to find answers, but maybe he didn’t. And maybe that was what Jessica wanted him to know—he didn’t need to be gone. Or maybe he needed to bring other people besides Gaspar with him so that he could find those answers.

      Wasn’t that what he was doing, though?

      He fingered the note the El’aras had left for him, unsure what to even make of that. If it was from Anna, he had no idea if he wanted, or needed, to respond to her.

      Ever since the El’aras had left Yoran, he’d felt conflicted about what had happened between him and Anna. He wasn’t sure whether he should’ve gone after her, or whether she was upset that he hadn’t. But he did recognize that he could’ve looked for her sooner.

      He didn’t know if he could ignore the note, though. If it was her, he was going to have to try to find more information, as she’d been absent ever since they’d defeated the order.

      Gaspar caught his eye and motioned for him to join them. Gavin sat down on the bench next to Gaspar, and Wrenlow looked over at him. His hair had grown long, yet there was no weariness in his eyes the way there had been until recently. An almost perpetual smile was plastered on his face, and Gavin saw the way that Olivia and Wrenlow were leaning against each other, touching each other’s arms and hands, generally showing the affection that had grown between them.

      Gavin was happy for his friend. And it meant that if he tried to pull Wrenlow into an investigation to look into things, that might put him in danger. Didn’t Wrenlow deserve this happiness?

      Anything happening in the other realm was probably not going to pose a danger in this one. It was only Gavin’s curiosity—curiosity that probably didn’t even matter, since there was nothing he’d do about it, anyway.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were going to come to the meeting this time,” Wrenlow said, smiling at Gavin.

      Jessica strode over with a mug of ale and slid it in front of him, which Gavin took with a thanks. He made a motion of fishing coins from his pocket, but Jessica whipped him in the shoulder with her towel and shook her head.

      Gavin smirked at her, and she grabbed a chair and joined them.

      “Gaspar made it clear that I needed to attend this one,” Gavin said to Wrenlow.

      “I didn’t make it clear about anything,” Gaspar said. “I just told you that you needed to be here, boy. You’ve been missing enough of these. You’re the reason we all gather, so I figured that if anything, you should be here to at least run one of them.”

      “Run them?” Jessica asked, and she frowned at him .

      There was a time when Jessica had held a soft spot for Gaspar, but with everything that Gavin had done with him, he suspected that it had changed how she saw Gaspar now.

      “Well, he did organize it,” Gaspar said.

      “He might’ve organized it, but the others have taken it on without him,” she said.

      “I get that.”

      “Do you?” She scoffed, watching him for a long moment. “Sometimes, it doesn’t seem as if you do. Then again, sometimes it seems as if the two of you are conspiring for a different reason.”

      “No conspiring,” Gavin said, shaking his head.

      Wrenlow cleared his throat. “We were just talking about enchantments. Olivia has figured out several new ones. She’s even leading the college now.”

      “Not the entire college,” Olivia said. “Just my branch.”

      Gavin blinked. He knew that the enchanters had started to formalize their training, but he hadn’t realized that they’d created an entire school of enchanters.

      Was that a good thing?

      He shook those thoughts away, knowing that the changes were positive. Not only for those inside the city who’d been neglected for so long, but for the city itself. These changes would permit people like Olivia, and the others within the college, to offer protection that Yoran would not have otherwise.

      “So, does Zella like the college?” Gavin asked.

      “Not Zella,” Olivia said. “She didn’t really want to have anything to do with it. She offered to be something of a historian, if they were interested in it.” She smiled slightly. “Though I think she really just wants to be there and offer her insights, but doesn’t want to be in charge of the college. Besides, she has enough going on with the council that she doesn’t feel she can take too much time away from it. Otherwise, she might end up sacrificing some of the things the council needs her for.”

      Gaspar nodded as if that made the most sense in the world.

      Then again, Gavin’s own feelings about the council were not all that dissimilar to Zella’s feelings about the college. He wanted to know what was going on, but he didn’t necessarily want to be in charge of it.

      “So what’s on the agenda for tonight’s meeting?” Gavin asked the table.

      “Quite a few things,” Gaspar said. “We need to talk about the maintenance of the enchantments, we need to talk about funding, and we need to talk about some of the refugees—”

      “Refugees?” Gavin asked, eyes wide.

      “More and more people have been coming to the city,” Olivia said, brushing a strand of dark hair back from her face and glancing over to Wrenlow as she did. “Many of them have a connection to magic, especially now that they know it’s safe for them to come to a city like this. For so long, Yoran wasn’t considered safe, but now that we’ve restarted the college and the sorcerers have set up something of a secondary Society house, it’s changed things.”

      Gavin frowned. Was that a good change? The fact that he didn’t know and the fact that he was asking these questions made him start to wonder if he was the right fit to even be here any longer.

      He wanted what was best for the city. And the more he had changed, the more he realized that having him guide the city wasn’t sensible.

      The front door to the Dragon opened, and he looked over as Imogen entered. Her hair was cut shorter than it had been when they’d sparred, as if she’d carved through it with the slender blade she kept sheathed at her hip. She moved with a fluid grace that made her seem as though she floated, and he guessed she was probably using one of the sacred patterns she’d been helping him master. Two other Leier followed her, though Gavin didn’t recognize either of them. Of course, that wasn’t terribly surprising, as he knew that Imogen had been training her people to prepare for when they would need to take over for her.

      She nodded politely to Jessica, then took a seat at a table nearby.

      “You can pull up a chair with us,” Jessica said.

      “I wouldn’t have room for my people, especially as the council meets.” Imogen locked eyes with Gavin. “It’s a good thing you are here, Chain Breaker.”

      “I’m starting to wonder if that’s true,” he said.

      Imogen tipped her head slightly and studied him for a moment, then she shrugged. “If you would prefer that others be here in your stead, Gaspar is more than capable of staying.”

      Gaspar scoffed. “Oh, don’t do that to me. I’ve been to all these meetings, even the ones he doesn’t want to come to. And she keeps trying to make sure I’m siding with her and what she’s after, and others think they need to get me to side with them because I have some connection to the enchanters.” His voice grew a little louder as he talked, sounding more and more annoyed. “And then there are the sorcerers—”

      Almost as if on cue, the door came open, and five sorcerers wearing maroon robes strode in. Gavin knew only one of them. Isabel was an older woman, with gray streaking her auburn hair and a serious expression on her face. Char was often busy with other aspects of the Society, so he had delegated Isabel to come to the meetings.

      Was that what Gavin needed to do? If he could delegate someone else, then he wouldn’t have to deal with any of this.

      But there was that part of him that was curious as to whether or not he wanted to be part of it, that wondered whether he needed to be part of it. Gradually, others on the council came in—enchanters, constables, locals without any magical connection.

      Everybody gathered, and the meeting was called to order by Imogen, who had taken over leadership of the council, mostly because she was more of a war leader. Nobody had argued with that decision, but since the city hadn’t been under attack in quite some time, the need for somebody with her skill set to run the city had started to fade.

      As Gavin looked around, he realized that was one of the issues. There were other orders of business that were being dealt with, issues that people needed to have resolved, and many of them were things he didn’t have any input on.

      During the meeting, Imogen ceded leadership of Yoran to a smaller subset of representatives, at least during peacetime, though she did make it clear that she was ready to regain control if the city were under attack again. The enchanters talked about the college and its upkeep. The Society spoke about needs they had within the Society house and, surprisingly, how it would interact with the enchanters. The constables talked about supplies for security, enchantments, and the like.

      Gavin sat quietly as he listened to all of it.

      He didn’t really have any need to be here.

      These were people he’d worked with, people he’d come to value, and people who had a stake in the city’s operations. They knew better than Gavin did what could be done to protect those who didn’t have magic. That was the reason he had wanted to assemble the council in the first place.

      Once the meeting was done, Wrenlow and Olivia excused themselves. Gavin looked over to Gaspar, who was frowning at him.

      “Why were you so insistent I come to this meeting?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar snorted, then took a drink of ale. He hadn’t taken a drink during the entire meeting, but as soon as it was over, Jessica had brought him a mug as if she’d known that he was holding out until the meeting was over.

      “For your benefit, boy. You keep thinking that you have to be part of all this and that the others can’t handle it.”

      “I never said others can’t handle it,” Gavin said.

      “I’m not saying you’re acting like they can’t, just saying that you have it in your head that you need to be here and that you need to deal with it all. I see the way that pulls on you. You let yourself get dragged into it. Everybody does. You’re the Chain Breaker, after all.”

      “You say that with sarcasm,” Gavin said.

      “Not intended.” Gaspar took another long drink of his ale. “I simply wanted you to know that the city is operating just fine. You put this council in place, but you don’t have to be the one to keep it in place, does that make sense? There are certain things you can lay the foundation for, and there are things that can be handled by those who are better suited for it. And I hate to break it to you, boy, but there are others who are much better suited for all of this than you are.”

      Gavin nodded. “I’m not going to deny that.”

      “So you have to stop thinking that you have to deal with all of it. You have to stop thinking that they aren’t going to be able to handle things or get along without you. You need to do what you need to do. I can’t tell you what it is, and I can’t even tell you that what you’re doing—the way you’re researching this other realm and everything you’re going to find there—is the right thing to do, but I can tell you that there are elements of what you’re doing that others can’t do.”

      “That’s not quite what Jessica was trying to tell me, though,” Gavin said.

      “Oh, she thinks she understands a little bit of the magical world, and partly she does. She’s been around enchantments all her life, even though she had to hide it for the most part. But what we’re dealing with, the stuff we’ve been seeing on the other side of the realms, is… Well, it’s just different. I wouldn’t bring anybody there that doesn’t have the ability to defend themselves.”

      “So I shouldn’t be bringing you,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar shrugged. “Only if you want to die. You don’t always see everything. Even without my enchantments, I still see things that you don’t.”

      “I’m not going to run off without you.”

      “You’d better not. The last time you did…”

      Gavin just nodded. He remembered what happened the last time he’d gone off without Gaspar and how difficult it had been. But he also questioned things. If he wasn’t really needed here, what was he going to do?

      Then again, that was the question Gavin had been asking himself quite a bit lately. What would he do?

      It wasn’t that he didn’t feel valued in Yoran—he did—but it was more a feeling of being untethered. Some of that came from losing the purpose that Tristan had trained him to have, but some of it came from starting to lose the secondary purpose he’d given himself when he had started to identify more closely with the El’aras.

      Once again, Gavin felt himself pulled in different directions, and he didn’t know where they were going to lead him, or what he needed to do. The fact that everything was quiet was a peculiar thing for him.

      He wasn’t accustomed to peace.

      He wasn’t trained for that.

      He was trained to fight. He was trained for violence. He was trained for the confusion and the danger and the threats he had encountered before.

      Gavin finished his drink, then he got up and tapped on the table. “Thanks for the advice.”

      “What sort of advice are you talking about?”

      “Your wanting me to see I’m not always needed here.”

      “That wasn’t the intended message,” Gaspar said.

      “Well, it was the one I heard. You wanted me to see that the city is well protected and well organized, and that I can focus on my task.”

      “Exactly,” Gaspar said, but his brow furrowed. “Why do I get the sense that doesn’t make you very happy.”

      “I didn’t say it doesn’t,” Gavin said.

      “I see that look in your eyes, though, boy.”

      “What look is that?”

      “Don’t know, but I don’t like it. It’s a look that tells me that you think you need to do something dangerous, and until you get a chance to do it, I…” Gaspar shook his head. “I don’t even know what you might try, but I do worry about it, since I worry about what you think you need to be a part of.”

      Gavin nodded to him. “I’ll find you tomorrow, old man. We can keep working. I need to investigate those ruins a little more.”

      “Fine.”

      As Gavin headed out of the tavern, he found himself drawn into the city, drawn into the quiet, and drawn into feeling as if there should be answers here. But why did he feel unsure of what they were?

      He’d been welcomed in Yoran in a way he’d never been welcome anywhere else before, and he felt as if he were a part of things here, yet now he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he couldn’t be. Even though he was here, even though he was involved in all this, maybe there was some aspect of it he shouldn’t be part of.

      So, as he wandered, he let himself be guided by whatever was beckoning him forward, the way he often was, until he reached the outskirts of the city. And he just stood and focused on the pull the city had on him.

      He searched for answers he knew wouldn’t come.
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      Gavin hadn’t slept much.

      Then again, as the Chain Breaker and as an El’aras, he didn’t need all that much sleep. Most of the time, he could get by with only small naps. If he took sh’rasn powder, he could stay awake even longer, though he would need to sleep quite a bit after doing so. Sometimes there was a measure of peace to be found in taking the sh’rasn powder, if only because it would let him get what others would consider a normal amount of rest.

      As he got up, he readied himself for another day of searching, folding, and trying to find answers. At least now he had a better idea about where he needed to go and what he was going to have to find. Having felt the ruins of the city, Gavin thought it was necessary to investigate them even more so that they might be able to understand what had happened there. There couldn’t only be creatures in the other realm, but he hadn’t seen any people.

      He thought about the summons that Anna had sent him. He should’ve gone looking for her before. After dealing with the order and realizing that Alana had been targeted, Gavin had been too busy, too preoccupied to search for Anna. More than that, he doubted that she really wanted to see him. Had she truly wanted to, she knew where to find him.

      Of course, he thought he knew how to find her as well.

      He stood at the edge of the city, and then with a burst of the Leier lightning pattern, he was carried upward, streaking into the sky until he floated using Petals on the Wind. It was one of Imogen’s favorite patterns, she had once told him—at least, other than the tree pattern that Gavin had learned from her. There was something peaceful about Petals on the Wind. He drifted over the forest, feeling some of the energy that should exist down below him, except he didn’t feel it this time. That was odd, but perhaps it didn’t need to be.

      He saw bralinath trees and felt their energy, but he found no sign of the El’aras.

      He continued to float, presuming that they’d returned to the forest, yet he still didn’t see any of them.

      With another burst of the lightning pattern, he was carried farther, and he moved deeper into the forest and headed toward another hidden El’aras settlement. It was empty.

      Where would Anna have taken her people?

      Better yet, would she have sent him some notice to come to her if she wasn’t anyplace he would have known how to find?

      Was it a test?

      He dropped to the ground, allowing the bralinath trees to surround him, feeling some of that ancient power. He stood in a circle of the trees, their massive, towering trunks extending high overhead, their broad branches bending and draping toward the forest floor, and the wide leaves spreading outward and casting shadows over everything.

      With focus, he stretched, connecting to that power.

      He wasn’t trying to draw on the greater magic that they granted—though that was easy enough to do these days. Instead, what Gavin wanted was to make use of the memories that these fragments of power could gift him.

      He asked for a specific series of images: the movements of the El’aras.

      The bralinath trees were silent. Not because they refused to answer, but because they didn’t know the answer.

      Gavin flew upward again, traveling from one ancient settlement to another. Each time he landed, he asked the same question of the bralinath trees, and again and again they came up with no answer.

      Eventually, he returned to Yoran, a strange confusion filling him.

      The El’aras were truly gone. Yet Anna had wanted him to find her.

      He was debating calling to Gaspar through the enchantment to talk about the El’aras and what he’d found—or, more accurately, hadn’t found—when he felt a pulse of power.

      It was different, and unusual, and it called to him.

      It didn’t feel as if it was anything dangerous, but something about it was familiar.

      The power led him away from the city.

      Gavin used his core reserves and jogged. Drawing on his core reserves allowed him to move much more quickly than he would be able to otherwise, and his legs carried him beyond the boundary of the city, toward a small hillside that stretched north.

      He didn’t think he was going to have to go far to find anything, but even as he hurried forward, he wasn’t sure why Jayna would call to him.

      He found her sitting near a cluster of boulders, and she looked up as he approached. She was a lovely woman, with red hair and vibrant eyes that flashed with intensity. An overwhelming sense of power emanated from her. She may have started as a sorcerer, but Gavin wasn’t sure what to call her any longer. Maybe Sul’toral. She certainly behaved in a similar way, channeling the kind of power that Sul’toral could, using the fragments of Ceran to have more power than she would otherwise. But he didn’t think she could be classified as Sul’toral because he didn’t think she was as dangerous as they had been.

      “Just you?” he asked.

      She flicked her gaze past him. “I could say the same.”

      “I was monitoring the perimeter of the city,” Gavin said.

      “This early in the morning?” She watched him, and then she started to smile. “Oh. Not this early in the morning. This late in the night. Of course, it’s not night any longer, so whatever you were doing, you stopped because…”

      “Because you called.”

      “I just wanted to show you something,” she said.

      “Oh?”

      Jayna motioned to the boulders. “What is this?”

      Gavin approached them and crouched down, tracing his fingers along the surface of the rocks. He noticed strange carvings in it, and he recognized the enchantment inside, though there were more enchantments here than he would’ve expected.

      “It looks like some of the enchanters from my city have placed them here,” he said.

      “They came all the way out here?”

      He nodded. “I hadn’t realized that, but I think they do things sometimes in order to have protections and take precautions so they won’t be surprised.”

      “These almost reach to Nelar.”

      “We still have quite a ways to get to Nelar,” Gavin said.

      She straightened and looked south. “Your people have been really changing the protections around your city. The only times I’ve been there…”

      “How often have you come to Yoran?”

      Jayna shrugged. “Not often. But there’d been a few times I came looking to see what you were doing.”

      “Did you?”

      “You weren’t available.”

      Gavin hadn’t heard that Jayna had come looking for him, but then, he wondered if anybody would’ve known that she’d come looking for him. Knowing Jayna the way he did—and admittedly, it wasn’t all that well—he was left with questions as to what she might be able to do and how she might be able to maneuver without anyone knowing.

      “You sent Eva,” he said, realizing that had to be the key.

      Jayna nodded. “I sent Eva. She’s getting a bit more control over her form. It’s easier for her to turn into more wisps of smoke, and I figured that it’d be a fun challenge for her.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. I imagine she was quite thrilled with you asking that of her.”

      “She didn’t mind,” Jayna muttered. “But she did mention that the protections you placed around Yoran are quite considerable. She was curious whether we needed to do something like that around Nelar, which left me wondering if I’ve been shirking some of my duties.”

      “It was really tied to what was happening before,” Gavin said. “I don’t know that you’re going to do that if the order and others like them aren’t active. Otherwise, it seems to be a waste of power. At least, a waste of power now.”

      “Considering what we’ve seen, power tends to be fleeting.”

      “It does, but it always seems to target Yoran.”

      Jayna let out a laugh. “Is it because you’re there?”

      Gavin shrugged.

      “How long have you been there?” she asked.

      “Longer than I’ve been any other place. I tried to leave it once.”

      “What happened?”

      “I was dragged back,” he said. “Maybe not intentionally, but I ended up coming back because something about the city and the power there keeps pulling me back. It all has to be tied together, only I have no idea how that is.”

      “You know, I’m sort of in the same situation as you.” She glanced in his direction. “Ceran wanted me to track down dark sorcerers, dark fragments, and all those sorts of things, and I have been, but it does feel like now that I understand what we’re dealing with, the reason for those dark entities is different than before. It’s now a matter of stripping that darkness off and keeping it from returning.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told as well,” Gavin said.

      “So I’ve been trying to figure out what my purpose is going to be.”

      “Seems like we have a lot in common.”

      She arched a brow at the comment. “Oh?”

      He shrugged. “Well, I…”

      He felt a sense of pressure and turned toward it. He wasn’t sure why he would suddenly feel it.

      Jayna must have also detected it because she immediately conjured fire that burned in her hands, a ball of flame that was coalescing and ready to be launched.

      “It’s to the west,” Jayna said.

      “I feel it,” Gavin said.

      “Want to take care of it together?”

      He nodded. “Sounds good.”

      They darted off.

      As he used his core reserves, he expected that he was going to be able to run quite a bit faster than Jayna and that he’d have to maintain a slower pace to help her out, but she sprinted alongside him, moving nearly as fast as he did. How was she able to do that? With Imogen, he understood that she used her sacred patterns to draw upon the Leier magic, allowing her to run quickly, but he wasn’t sure how Jayna was. There had to be some sort of sorcery spell he’d never heard of.

      They didn’t have to go far before they found the source of the pressure.

      The ground became rockier, and by the time they reached the rockiest section, Gavin began to feel the earth trembling. On top of that, he also recognized that they were no longer here by themselves.

      There had to be a dozen creatures around them.

      If he hadn’t known better, he would’ve called them enchantments. Some of them looked like twisted, animated trees, but not quite like seeker trees. Others were massive wolves that reminded him a little of the stone wolves Mekel made. And there were three flying creatures circling over them, smaller than renral but still giant.

      Jayna launched a fireball. Gavin glanced in her direction, and she just shrugged. “Can’t wait too long with this,” she said.

      “They might simply need to be stripped of power.”

      “They’re not dark creatures.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She pointed to the red ring on her finger and nodded. “I would feel it if they were.”

      Gavin didn’t entirely know how her Toral magic worked, but she obviously had some connection to the fragments, or what they had once believed were dark creatures, and that connection allowed her to know how to follow and detect them.

      He moved forward, feeling power building.

      Even though these weren’t dark creatures, they were still drawing on some sort of magic he couldn’t identify. There weren’t many types of magic that Gavin did not recognize, partly because he’d been exposed to so many different forms of late, but partly because he now had a greater understanding of magic than he ever had before.

      This one struck him as strange, but also surprisingly familiar. It reminded him of the residual energy he felt after folding.

      He stopped thinking about it as he rushed forward.

      He fell upon the creatures, creating a blade of energy in his hands through his connection to his core reserves and to the bralinath power. Having lost the blade of the Champion, Gavin had to rely on this now. It felt less substantial and didn’t work quite as well as the other had, and he felt as if he was relying on something that just wasn’t as comfortable, but he also recognized that there was considerable power in what he was able to do and the way he could use it.

      He carved through one of the treelike creatures. As soon as his blade made contact, the creature shrieked, and branches flung toward him, sweeping at him like claws. He shifted his footing and moved, before ultimately resorting to one of the Leier patterns.

      Imogen would’ve been pleased.

      He dashed forward and whipped the blade around, then jumped into the air and summoned the Lightning Strikes technique. A bolt of power shot from the sky, crashing into three creatures at one time, shattering them.

      As soon as they fell apart, a bit of residual power seeped out from them. It reminded him of fragments being released, but he didn’t think this was fragmented power.

      Jayna blasted a few more fireballs before trapping one of the birds inside a translucent ball of energy. Before Gavin had a chance to get there to help, spikes formed inside the ball and speared the creature, which she then released and dropped.

      But she didn’t release it completely. Some residual energy seeped out, similar to what Gavin had seen when he’d destroyed the creatures. As that energy bubbled out, Jayna held on to it.

      Gavin used a band of energy to carve through one creature’s arm, driving the blade into what served as the belly of another, and then danced around three that all started to converge on him at one time. He felt pressure from them in a way he had not felt before, and for a brief moment—little more than that—he thought he might actually need to exert himself.

      But the creatures fell relatively quickly.

      By the time the fight was over, he found himself a little saddened by how easily it had gone.

      Jayna was still holding on to the translucent ball of power, which was no longer fully translucent. Now there was a hint of pale yellow to it.

      “What is that?” Gavin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Jayna said. “I thought it was fragmented power, but that doesn’t seem to be it. I can’t hold on to this for much longer. It feels almost slippery, as if it’s trying to force its way out.”

      The translucent ball collapsed.

      “See?” she said.

      “Could it be coming from the other side?”

      “How would that be possible?”

      “Maybe because of me,” he admitted.

      “You’ve been going over there?”

      Gavin nodded. “Exploring, really. I’ve been trying to make sense of what’s there, and whether or not anything is dangerous to us. I…” He frowned, then turned and motioned to the creatures. “You said you wanted to show me something, but then we were surprised by this.”

      She blinked for a moment, as if struggling with the quick change of topic. “That’s right,” she said. “I want to show you something. I should’ve called you to it, but I figured it was easier to come myself, especially since you weren’t responding to my enchantment.”

      Gavin withdrew the enchantment she’d given him and held it out. “Odd. I haven’t heard anything.”

      “Well, I’ve tried. Enchantments have been acting a little off, at least according to the dular in Nelar. They’re working on it. This strangeness isn’t that, though. It’s similar to this weird power we’ve been looking into.”

      “With Eva, I presume?”

      “That’s right. That’s where Eva is. She’s waiting. So when you’re ready, I’ll show you.”

      “Do we need to get any others?” he asked.

      “Is that your way of asking if it’s dangerous?”

      Gavin shrugged.

      “Oh, it absolutely is,” Jayna said. “Which is why I came for you. I figure that if anybody could help me with whatever it is, it would be the Chain Breaker.” She grinned as she said it, and there was a hint of teasing in her tone.

      “Well, I’m going to have to do something I don’t like to do, but if I don’t, I know I’m going to get an earful,” he said. Jayna watched him, and he sighed. “I need to call my friends.”

      With that, she laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin stepped away from Jayna, and he tapped on the enchantment. He could feel the energy in it, something he had grown increasingly aware of the more often he used it. Though it had originally been an El’aras enchantment, he’d started to add his own touches to it, having filtered some of his own power into the enchantment to make sense of the power within.

      “Wrenlow,” Gavin said into the enchantment, feeling some of the power there as it spilled into the device. “I need your help.”

      As he waited for a response, he could see Jayna holding up what looked to be a small circular token. Did she have her own enchantment she was speaking through?

      “Gavin,” Wrenlow said. “I figured you would already be over there.”

      Gavin fell silent for a moment. “There’s an issue that’s come up.”

      “What kind of issue? Gaspar told me about the strange residual power that leaked through after you returned. Don’t get mad at him. He’s only trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Not mad at all. And it’s good that he warned you about it. You do need to be careful.”

      “I need to be careful?”

      Gavin sensed the amusement in Wrenlow’s tone, and he understood the irony of him being the one to caution someone else.

      “You need to be careful because you don’t have any power of your own. Other than your big, beautiful brain. And all the enchantments Olivia can make for you.”

      “I’m not going to be running into anything dangerous without making preparations,” Wrenlow said. “Besides, that’s what you’re for. Just don’t do anything too stupid. We can’t lose you.”

      Gavin was prepared for the dangers that might befall him in this world. He’d been trained from a young age to know that death was only one misstep away, so he’d been able to keep from fearing it, but Wrenlow didn’t have that same experience. Gaspar wasn’t even the same, though he sensed that Gaspar was simply a little reluctant to do things alone. Gaspar believed that Gavin needed to have others with him, though Gavin couldn’t deny that either.

      “This is something different,” Gavin explained. “Jayna called to me, and there’s something she needs me to take a look at—”

      “Jayna? You mean the sorcerer you keep talking about?”

      “I haven’t been talking about her.”

      “Well, not as often as you were.”

      “She’s a useful ally,” Gavin said quickly.

      “Is that what you want to call her?”

      He could imagine Wrenlow grinning. And with that thought, Gavin wondered if there could be a way to modify the enchantment so that he could actually see Wrenlow. Wouldn’t that be a better way to let Wrenlow be involved without putting him in danger?

      Gavin would have to look into that later.

      “I have a few things I might need your help with.”

      “Just me?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin frowned. “Fine. Get Gaspar. And grab a couple of Mekel’s enchantments, then head north. I’ll send a signal so you can find us.”

      “We’ll be there as quickly as we can.”

      He fell silent.

      Jayna looked over. “You have an interesting enchantment,” she said, motioning to the chain that dangled down his neck and attached to his shirt. Gavin had gotten so accustomed to wearing it that he often forgot about it. The other one was in his ear, and it allowed him to hear.

      “It’s a useful one,” Gavin said.

      “I have one that a dular friend, Topher, made, and it seems to work pretty well.”

      “He makes communication enchantments?” Gavin asked. Jayna nodded. “Does he know of any way of making it so an image of the person you’re talking to forms? I’m thinking of an enchantment that might allow somebody to be somewhere but not be there.”

      Jayna frowned. “I haven’t asked that. He keeps progressing with his skill, so I wouldn’t be terribly surprised if he’d be able to do that. I could ask.”

      “Thanks. How far do we have to go?”

      “It’s northwest of Nelar,” Jayna said.

      “That’s still not an answer.”

      “It’s not far for us.”

      “Which means it’s going to be far for my friends,” Gavin said.

      “Probably.”

      “Then I’m going to try another way of traveling.”

      Gavin began to focus on the connection he had to the dragon. The faint connection was one he was aware of at all times in the back of his mind. All he had to do was focus on the dragon to call to it.

      A surge of power formed as he focused, almost as if it merely took his thought for the dragon to respond to him, and he sent a link through their shared connection.

      The dragon was never far away from him. When Gavin had modified the enchantment, he had never anticipated what would happen, but the dragon served as something of a protector in ways that he still didn’t fully understand. It also used a different kind of power than Gavin could, and seemed as if it were summoning energy that filled it and flowed in a way he couldn’t truly grasp.

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

      “That’s just my dragon,” Gavin said.

      She blinked at him. “You have some very strange companions.”

      The dragon circled overhead as a dark, shadowy form. As it approached, Gavin focused on it again, to send a connection to the dragon.

      “We can travel faster this way,” Gavin said.

      “How much faster?”

      “Pretty fast.”

      Wrenlow, Gaspar, and even Imogen suddenly came streaking toward them. Gavin had thought they were going to come on the stone enchantments Mekel had made, but that wasn’t how Imogen traveled. Her massive renral, Zealar, flew at them.

      The dragon turned toward Zealar, and there was almost a playfulness to their interaction. It was bizarre to see the dragon and the renral playing in the air above them.

      Imogen leaped to the ground once Zealar landed, then Gaspar, and finally Wrenlow. They all approached Gavin and Jayna.

      Jayna nodded politely to Gaspar, who she’d met before, and then she turned her attention briefly to Imogen and bowed. Imogen bowed back.

      She studied Wrenlow. “Char has spoken highly of you.”

      Wrenlow beamed. “Has he? You know, he and I have been doing some fascinating research on the El’aras origins of Yoran, and—”

      “Now is not the time,” Gavin said.

      “Sorry,” Wrenlow said. “I just get excited about the kinds of things we’ve been able to find and the information we’ve been uncovering. The more we’ve been able to dig up, the more I can tell that—”

      Gaspar elbowed him. “Kid.”

      “Sorry, again,” he said, blushing. “So what is it? There’s something out here?” Wrenlow frowned. “No. You got into a fight.” He looked around. “You want me to study these things? But no. If you wanted me to study them, you wouldn’t have called for Gaspar and Imogen.”

      “It’s not these,” Gavin said. “Jayna has something she wants to show me, and she said it might be dangerous.”

      “Good for you, boy,” Gaspar said. “Now you’re listening and letting somebody else get involved.”

      Gavin gave him a cheesy grin. “I aim to please.”

      “Your aim is off,” Gaspar muttered.

      “Where is it?” Imogen asked.

      “It’s not far from here,” Jayna said, “but expedience is useful. I can tell that something is changing, and Eva has alerted me to something dangerous.”

      “If there was a threat, then why didn’t we just go take care of it?” Gavin said.

      “Because I hadn’t known about it until recently. And then you’d already called to your friends, and…” Jayna shrugged. “And Eva can handle herself. I trust her.”

      Gaspar turned to Gavin. “Did you hear that, boy? She trusts her friend to be able to handle herself.”

      “I trust that you can handle yourself,” Gavin said, rolling his eyes. “Wait. Actually, I trust that Imogen can handle herself. You’re a different matter altogether, and I don’t even know that you can.”

      “Careful.”

      “For what?” Gavin said.

      The dragon drifted down to the ground, and he hopped on its back and held a hand out to Jayna. She took it and climbed on.

      “Wrenlow, do you want to travel with the dragon or Zealar?” Gavin asked.

      “Oh, the dragon, for sure. No offense, Imogen. It’s just that the renral is so oily. It makes my hands too slippery to document well for the next twelve hours.”

      Imogen nodded and smiled at him. “Of course.”

      Gaspar, unsurprisingly, went with Imogen. Once they were seated on Zealar’s back, the renral took to the air, and then Gavin signaled to the dragon.

      “You’re going to have to direct us,” Gavin said to Jayna. “We don’t know where we’re going.”

      “I can share with you where we need to go, and then you can tell the dragon. Or maybe I could share it with the dragon using sorcery.”

      “I think you can just talk to it,” he said.

      “Just talk to an enchantment?”

      “Well, it’s more than just an enchantment now. Most of the golem enchantments I activate tend to become something more. Don’t ask me why,” he said, cutting off what he suspected would be the next question, and one he didn’t have a good answer for. “I just know that they do.”

      He focused on the connection that he shared with the dragon, and they launched into the air, streaking northwest.

      The wind caught Jayna’s hair, whipping it all around as she looked over at him, almost as if trying to read his thoughts. When she turned away, intensity returned to her gaze.

      It took a moment for Gavin to realize why.

      Then he felt it, long before they reached the reason Jayna had come for him.

      He sat up, focusing, and reasserted control over the dragon, trying to connect to it to be ready for whatever danger they might encounter. Some part of it was connected to the other realm.

      It seemed as if that power was attempting to tear through one realm and into theirs.
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      Gavin didn’t know how to react. He hadn’t been certain what Jayna wanted to show him, but he hadn’t thought she would bring them to a terrifyingly gigantic gouge in the earth. The dragon guided them toward the large valley, and everything extended from there. All of it seemed much different, and much more powerful, than what he would’ve expected.

      Then again, Gavin hadn’t really anticipated seeing anything quite like this. They headed toward the giant valley, which radiated energy that seemed to come from the other realm. It certainly did not feel like magic from this one—it wasn’t El’aras, sorcery, Leier, or even Porapeth. Not that he would know what Porapeth power felt like.

      But there was undoubtedly power here.

      The dragon circled above the chasm, allowing him to look down.

      “When did this form?” Gavin asked her.

      “It’s been here for a little while now. I came across it by accident as I was searching for something else.”

      “Dark fragments?”

      Jayna nodded. “I detected some out here.”

      “So now we have these fragments and this power, but—”

      “But it’s not fragments,” she said. “To be honest, I don’t entirely know what it is. Once we land along the edge of it, we can talk more.”

      “Where’s Eva?” he asked.

      “She’s been exploring.”

      Jayna motioned toward the crack.

      As Gavin stared down at it, he added some of his core reserves to enhance his eyesight, and he noticed hazy smoke down inside the void.

      “She’s gained a greater mastery over her ability to transmute her forms. That’s what she calls it,” Jayna said. “I don’t really like that term, but she thinks it’s more descriptive of what she’s actually doing. And surprisingly, when she does it, it doesn’t take as much out of her as I would’ve expected.”

      Gavin sensed that was more for Jayna’s benefit than his.

      “So she can just be smoke?” he said.

      “It’s not just about the smoke. That has always been the key to her power, but now she can transition in ways she was not able to before. She’s even able to carry me, though she doesn’t like to do it because she claims she’s not a horse.” Jayna snorted and shook her head. “And that’s despite me telling her that my enchantments have limits to how quickly they can travel, limits that Eva doesn’t appear to have.”

      “I could probably arrange to get you a dragon,” Gavin said.

      Her eyes widened. “Could you?”

      He hadn’t been sure if she would want one, but the excitement in the way she said it suggested she absolutely was.

      “The person responsible for making them would be happy to help you, at least if she thinks you’re helping me,” he said.

      “Who makes them?”

      “A friend of mine. An enchanter.”

      “So, trustworthy?” Jayna asked as they came to land at the edge of the valley.

      He nodded, and he, Jayna, and Wrenlow climbed off the dragon.

      The valley was enormous, as was the crack, which seemed to stretch impossibly deep all the way into the ground, leaving nothing but darkness. The swirling smoky energy began to slowly make its way toward them, and then with a flutter of form, Eva came to land next to Jayna, gradually taking on her usual shape. She had the same sour expression on her face that Gavin had come to appreciate from her.

      “About time,” Eva said. “I’ve been trying to deal with this as long as possible, but there’s only so much I’m able to do here.”

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

      She bowed her head to him. “And you, Chain Breaker.” She looked around. “You brought some help too. Good.”

      “Why is it good?”

      “Because there’s something going on here.”

      Gavin strode along the edge of the crack and looked down into it. As he did, he noticed something that felt similar to the folding of power, the trail of energy he had when he was transitioning between realms.

      “This is a little unusual, isn’t it,” Wrenlow said. He held something in his hand, though Gavin wasn’t sure what it was. It looked like a long quill, but it seemed to be moving on its own.

      “Do you have an enchantment taking notes for you?” Gavin asked.

      Wrenlow beamed. “What do you think? You know how long it’s taken me to find somebody able to make this? I can work even faster using this.”

      Gavin snorted and shook his head. “So you have an enchanted pen.”

      “Well, it’s not entirely enchanted. And I know what you’re going to say: I shouldn’t be worried about needing my enchanted pen, and I could take notes on my own, but—”

      “Use whatever you need to. I just was marveling at it.”

      “Well, look at this,” Wrenlow said, stopping at the edge of the crack. Gavin didn’t like how close Wrenlow was. “The ground is symmetric.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, a naturally occurring fault line tends to be irregular, but this is almost a perfect shape. Even weirder, look at the way that it is here. It’s almost like it forms more than just an opening. It’s like…”

      Wrenlow fell silent, and he pulled a book out of his pocket. He flipped through the pages until he came to a blank one, then quickly grabbed the enchanted pen out of the air and started to draw a shape that was a bit more symmetric than what was in front of them.

      Gavin took a step back and then used the Lightning Strikes pattern to blast into the sky, before switching to Petals on the Wind to float in the air. Imogen quickly joined him using the same technique.

      Energy coming from the opening in the ground flooded outward.

      “What is it?” Imogen asked.

      “Wrenlow saw something. He thought there was some sort of shape here.”

      “I don’t see anything.”

      Her Porapeth magic granted her quite a few benefits, including her ability to anticipate different possible futures. But there were limitations. He wondered what limitations Benji the Porapeth had had before he’d passed on, and if any of the limitations Imogen had were tied to the Porapeth fragment simply refusing to show her certain things.

      “What does Benji see?” he asked.

      Imogen smiled tightly. “You know how that one can be.”

      Gavin really didn’t, but he wasn’t about to say that. He just nodded, nonetheless. He had only interacted with the fragment of her Porapeth friend one time, and that was unusual.

      Fragments were difficult to understand, at least for him. He supposed that it wasn’t difficult for someone like Imogen—and Jayna, he had to admit—because they drew power from both their natural abilities and from the fragmented power. Then again, didn’t Gavin do something similar with the bralinath trees? Not that he understood what it was that he was doing, really, only that he had power from them.

      “Can you actually see anything down there?” he asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “Do you feel it?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what I feel.”

      He drifted back down toward Jayna and Eva. “What did you see when you were down in there?” he asked Eva.

      “There’s nothing but darkness,” Eva said. “And while I have many different abilities to counteract darkness, that one was beyond my capability, despite everything I was trying.”

      Gavin let out a heavy sigh and nodded. “Well, Wrenlow has picked up on some symmetry, and he thinks there’s something unusual about this, more than just the opening in the ground.”

      Wrenlow walked over to them and pointed to his drawing. “It’s the shape. Look at it.”

      “I saw it,” Gavin said.

      “No, you were looking at it from above. I’m looking at it from this side,” Wrenlow said. “See how the landscape seems to tilt? It’s almost like some part of it is swallowing another.”

      Gaspar leaned over Wrenlow’s shoulder, and he frowned at the drawing. “You just look like you’re doodling on the page.”

      “Not this time,” Wrenlow said. “Look at it. It’s subtle, but the longer we’ve been here, the more it’s been changing.”

      “What has been?” Gavin asked.

      “That.”

      He gestured to the far side of the opening, where Gavin had not really been focusing. He’d been more curious about the opening itself. Now that he turned his attention to it, he noticed that something was happening.

      Eva immediately changed forms, turning into something smokelike but that stretched outward, looking as if she had wings and maybe even a tail. She swirled and circled over the opening, before looping closer to the other side of the chasm, then gradually taking on a more solid form as she moved along the edge of it.

      “Should we?” Gavin asked Imogen.

      She nodded.

      He used Lightning Strikes again, before shifting once more into Petals on the Wind. As they floated, he recognized that something about all this was off, and he soon realized what it was. He was increasingly certain that this was the same power he’d felt when he was in the other realm, only why was it that the ground was rippling and separating?

      “I think—”

      Gavin didn’t have a chance to tell Imogen what it was that he thought.

      Eva made a strange sound, almost like steam hissing. She changed forms, flashing for the briefest instant into the more solid version of herself, before that faded.

      In that second, she had said one word: “Move!”

      Gavin frowned and looked over to Imogen, who had already unsheathed her sword. He formed a band of power in his hands while also following Eva’s instruction.

      And it was not a moment too soon.

      Lightning Strikes carried him—and, he realized, Imogen next to him—higher and higher.

      But even if he hadn’t used that pattern, he might’ve been thrown upward.

      Power began to build. Gavin could feel it, even if he wasn’t sure what it was. The only thing he knew was that it was pushing upward through the opening and coming toward them.

      Something was crawling out of the crack.
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      Whatever was crawling out of the opening in the ground was enormous. Gavin had a hard time wrapping his mind around what it was, the sheer size of it much greater than anything he’d ever seen before. It was shaped something like his dragon, but without wings, and had a long, blunted tail. As it crawled out, he had a distinct sense of power coming from it that reminded him of the type he felt when transitioning between one realm and another.

      As he stared, he realized that was exactly what was happening.

      He backed away and immediately began calling on his core reserves and his connection to the bralinath trees. If nothing else, he needed to try to find some way to overpower what was happening here.

      “It’s folding into this place,” he shouted.

      Jayna frowned at him. “What do you mean, it’s folding?”

      “The same way we fold when we transition between realms. You’ve felt it. Something is letting it escape.”

      “Why do you believe something’s letting it escape?” Jayna asked.

      “Because I haven’t seen it open on its own, so something is doing this.”

      “We can’t let that emerge,” Eva said. Smoke swirled from her, along with more power than Gavin remembered her having before. Was she also drawing on a fragment of energy?

      He dropped to the ground and immediately began to focus on one of the sacred patterns. He thought about lightning. Imogen seemed to recognize what he was doing, and she nodded to him.

      Together, they both focused on the Lightning Strikes pattern. The pattern was simple, but the power it generated was incredible, and it created a pungent odor. Lightning began to crackle, cascading down from high overhead, shooting toward the creature.

      Jayna used her power to cause earth to slam into the creature. She mixed fireballs into it, and one after another they attacked, assaulting the creature to try to drive it back down.

      Even Gaspar got in on the action, tossing enchantments at the creature. The enchantments did little more than explode, but at least that helped draw the creature’s attention away. It didn’t seem as if it knew who to target.

      Then a sense of mysterious power began to build as the creature started to fold, as if crawling free from the gash in the ground.

      They could not let it escape.

      Gavin braced himself and attempted to channel another bolt of lightning.

      It didn’t work.

      He needed something different. What he needed, really, was to seal off this opening. Could there be a way to do that?

      He focused on the bralinath connection, hoping the ancient power would be effective at forcing the creature back down into the earth, where he could then worry about trying to close off the opening. But the creature simply absorbed every blow Gavin sent at it.

      Its ability to shift its defenses was identical to how the order adjusted.

      Could this be something they’d sent? He hadn’t seen anything from them of late, but that didn’t mean they were inactive. More likely than not, they probably had been making preparations, getting ready for another onslaught.

      “It’s adjusting to what we can do,” Gavin said.

      “What do you mean?” Gaspar asked.

      “It’s like the order.”

      Jayna eyed him for a moment, then turned her attention back to the creature and began to blast the ground around it.

      Its gigantic hands stretched free of the crack. They hadn’t even gotten up to the torso. The creature was going to be enormous, probably at least a hundred feet tall. If something like that were to escape into their world, who could stop it? What kind of magic would work on it?

      If the order could summon something like this, or perhaps more than one, they needed a better strategy.

      Gavin summoned a blade out of the power he could draw from the bralinath energy and his core reserves, then lunged toward the creature.

      His blade simply dissolved as soon as it struck it.

      Everything he tried to do to slow the creature failed. The thing was too large to deal with.

      And as he thought that, another idea came to him. This size. That was significant, wasn’t it? So far, everything he’d used against the creature had been absorbed, but what if he didn’t need to try to destroy it? What if he needed to just fold it down?

      “We have to send it back,” he said.

      Gaspar watched him but said nothing.

      “Think of what Alana does,” Gavin said. “She makes these things that fold. They expand, right? And it makes me think that whatever this is, wherever it came from, likely folded into existence here. We have to force it to fold back.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?” Gaspar asked.

      “Don’t know,” Gavin said. “I’m struggling to wrap my head around this the same as you. Well, maybe not the same as you. But I’m still struggling.”

      Gaspar glowered at him.

      “If we can toss it back down into the chasm…” Jayna suggested. “It’s been trying to attack the boundary of it and push it down, but so far it hasn’t been working. And I see what you’re doing, attacking it directly…”

      Gavin understood exactly what she was saying.

      “All right,” he said, and he backed up a step. “We don’t attack it directly. Imogen and I will try to drive it toward the chasm, and Jayna will use whatever sorcery she can to cause ripples of stone, and Eva…”

      “I will suppress whatever I can,” Eva said.

      “I guess I’ll just try to distract,” Gaspar said.

      Imogen began to plant her tree pattern. Gavin didn’t know if it would even be effective, but he began to connect to the same thing, drawing on as much of the power inside him as possible. It was potent, but not enough.

      “Is there any way we can move and use more than one tree?” he asked.

      “It’s called Tree Stands in the Forest,” Imogen said. “You have to envision more than one tree. And considering the kind of tree you’ve been favoring, especially lately, it might be effective for what we need.”

      Seeker trees.

      Gavin started to focus on a different use of power. That was the challenge with using the Leier techniques, partly because they involved a measure of visualization that wasn’t natural to him. He pushed, straining to use what he could of this pattern to create more than just one tree.

      And then multiple trees appeared.

      Most of the time when Gavin formed this pattern, he did so with little more than imagined energy, so that the tree’s barrier was essentially an artificial image. It was nothing real, nor anything that was actually visible. But in this case he saw a faint blue energy, which began to build and swirl around him. Gradually, a dozen different trees all started to form. They were small and thin at first, mostly translucent, before slowly taking on more shape.

      Imogen was using a similar technique next to him.

      They pushed.

      Gavin’s seeker trees marched steadily forward. Imogen simply crawled with her trees, though he wasn’t sure how she was able to do that.

      There was also the power of his friends around him. Jayna blasted sorcery, enchantments exploded from Gaspar, and Eva used her heat and smoke against the creature.

      Through it all, Imogen continued to push, and so did Gavin’s seeker trees.

      And unlike some of the other power they had thrown at this monster, which had all been absorbed, the seeker trees were managing to push the creature back.

      First the arms slipped backward along the stone, leaving massive gouges in the rock. Then the head started to lower. All of this happened slowly, until the creature dropped down below the level of the chasm.

      Still Gavin pushed, as did Imogen. He could feel her taking subtle, slight steps.

      He glanced over at her and nearly lost control.

      Here he’d thought he was drawing on considerable power, using his tree pattern the way she had taught him, but he realized that he wasn’t doing anything significant. Imogen had to have nearly fifty trees around her, and there was something quite distinct about them, with their large, wide canopies that bent toward the monster and pushed it back.

      “How are you able to summon so many?” he asked.

      “Time and experience,” Imogen said.

      “I’ve had experience.”

      “Your experience is one of necessity, whereas mine has been one of focus and study. If you continue to train, I think you’ll have some potential,” she said with a slight smirk.

      They pushed together. Power exploded from them, and finally the creature disappeared into the cavern.

      There was a strange pressure, almost as if Gavin could feel the creature folding, and then a flash of pale light deep below.

      And then it was done. The creature was gone.

      “Any suggestions on how we can prevent this thing from opening back up?” Gavin said.

      “I think we need to try to find a way to keep it sealed,” Gaspar said.

      “And you said that I tend to be the one who states the obvious.”

      Gaspar shrugged. “I figure you have some folding technique that might work. Maybe you could even make yourself larger on the other side.”

      “You know, that’s not a bad idea. I hadn’t even thought about it before,” Gavin said with a grin.

      “Just what we need,” Gaspar muttered, shaking his head, “an even larger one of you.”

      Imogen stood at the edge of the crack, still holding on to her tree pattern. Gavin focused on what she was doing and realized he could feel it.

      “You’re somehow growing the trees across the opening?” he asked.

      “This is difficult,” Imogen said, gritting her teeth as she did. “But if it works, it should allow us to close this off and keep the creature from returning. At least through this fault line.”

      There was a translucent quality to the root system that crossed the distance of the chasm. The power of her trees began to reach the far side, where they nestled into the earth and caused a steady rumble. Gavin could feel the energy, recognizing the way she was sending that energy outward.

      The ground trembled, like a rockslide in the mountains. Stone began to drop around him, and Gavin yanked Gaspar and Wrenlow out of the way using the Lightning Strikes pattern. Eva grabbed Jayna, launching the two of them into the air.

      Only Imogen was seemingly unconcerned, gliding along the rockslide as if she’d expected it to happen. Of course she would have, as she was responsible for it.

      When everything stopped shaking, a large indentation remained in the ground where the earth had collapsed. She turned in place, sweeping her gaze around her. Finally, she looked at Gavin, who was floating overhead.

      “So,” Gaspar said, “what is this about?”
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      Gavin had wanted to go someplace where they could sit and talk, but he wasn’t exactly sure where that was going to be. He couldn’t help but feel as if Jayna knew something, or at least suspected something.

      Instead, they made their way to a clearing near the chasm. He paused to listen to see if there was any additional sound of danger, and he heard nothing. Of course, Gavin had no idea what it might sound like if the creature were to try to make its way through again.

      How would they be able to know that the creature was coming free?

      So many questions he didn’t have an answer to.

      “So,” Gaspar said to Jayna, “when did you notice this?”

      Jayna turned to Eva, who was frowning. Her shape was still a bit indistinct, as if she had been changing forms again, much more controllably than she had ever been able to before. Jayna had made it sound like Eva was still trying to gain some control, but it looked as if she had gained considerable control. Gavin didn’t know what sort of trauma had caused her to lose her memories, but it seemed as if she were regaining many of them. Maybe the time spent chasing dark power, and dark sorcerers, and dark fragments had given them an opportunity to study and work together to find more information about how to restore her.

      Or perhaps Char and Wrenlow had helped.

      “We noticed the opening only recently,” Jayna said, “though it was narrower than it was this time. I suspect it was starting to form, and once we came to it…”

      “You think that it opened more because it sensed us?” Gaspar asked.

      “I don’t know. There are others like it, and we can test whether they’re the same. I would suggest that we simply try to close them rather than lingering too long around them. Perhaps Eva’s messing around the crack drew its attention, whatever that monster was.”

      “It’s a stonsil,” Eva said.

      “You know what it is?” Wrenlow asked.

      “I do,” Eva said, and then she shook her head while waving her hand. “But don’t ask me how. I only have the name.” The flash of irritation across her face told Gavin all he needed to know about the memories she had, or was still working to regain. “I have a memory of it being smaller, though. Certainly not anything like that, and not anything that would be able to target us quite as potently as that. As far as I can remember, anything like that shouldn’t have tried to harm us at all. They’re normally benign.”

      “We just encountered a massive monster,” Gaspar began, and he walked over to Eva, “that was much larger than it should be, and now you’re trying to tell me there might be others that are similar? How long do we have before they open the chasm and another one tries to crawl out?”

      “I don’t have an answer,” Jayna said.

      Gaspar threw up his hands. “Great. If that’s the case, I can’t help but feel as if all this is going to be beyond our ability to handle on our own.” He looked at Gavin. “I mean, how many places can the six of us be?”

      It was a good question. They had struggled already. How much more would they struggle if more openings formed?

      “I can travel with Zealar, and I can seal off as many as I can,” Imogen said. “I can also work with my people to do the same.”

      Gavin nodded. “That would be great.”

      “That doesn’t help us identify the source of all this, or what’s happening,” Gaspar said. “The order never did anything quite like this before. Unless you think they somehow learned something?”

      “It’s possible,” Gavin said. “They are scholars, and they’ve been continuing to learn. Rapidly, from our experience.”

      That was one of the dangers of the order, though there were many such dangers. If they had learned how to attract creatures from one realm to cross into another, it was to cause either destruction or distraction, which would force Gavin and his friends to chase them down. Or maybe the order had some manner of controlling these creatures.

      That was even more worrisome to Gavin.

      Regardless, they still needed more answers.

      “Why don’t we investigate, starting with what Imogen suggested,” Jayna said, nodding to Imogen. “You can be responsible for ensuring that your people are closing off any additional cracks. Eva and I can show you where we’ve found some, but there will likely be more, as I doubt we’ve found them all.”

      “I can have the renral hunt for more,” Imogen said.

      Jayna shivered. “I can’t believe you have a way of controlling them.”

      “I don’t control them, I just speak to them.”

      Jayna watched her, looking as if she wanted to argue, but she just nodded. “Again, I can just show you what we’ve found, and then you can decide whether there’s anything you need to do. If so, then we can help.”

      “I could help seal them off as well,” Gavin said.

      Imogen pursed her lips. “Well, I’ll be honest. I don’t know if that’s the best use of your services.”

      “You don’t think I can do this?”

      “I’m not saying you can’t do this.” She looked off into the distance, and Gavin had the distinct sense that she was trying to see something. Her eyes flashed with a bit of silver for a moment, and he knew that she was using her Porapeth connection and attempting to draw on something more that she wasn’t able to see otherwise. “I’m just saying that you might have a different purpose. There might be something more you can do. Think about what you described: a power that was coming through, and how you might need to do something with that.”

      He nodded. “Alana,” he said, mostly to himself. “I’ve been trying to keep her safe from this.”

      “Maybe we can’t keep her safe from it any longer,” Gaspar said. “Maybe all of this is about what she is.”

      “What she is?” Wrenlow asked.

      Gavin breathed out heavily. “Don’t ask me, because I don’t really know.”

      He’d been hoping—and, if he was honest, intending—to keep Alana out of it. There was something about the other realm that was tied to her, and tied to what had happened to her. The reason the order had been chasing her.

      Gavin wanted to keep her out of it, mostly because he didn’t want to fear for her safety, but perhaps that wasn’t up to him. With what Jayna had described of these other openings, maybe it was time Alana be a part of it, if only to try to understand what the order had been after.

      “I will talk with her,” he said.

      “Good,” Gaspar said. “I’ll come with you.”

      “We do whatever it takes to keep that girl safe.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Agreed.”

      Jayna reached into her pocket and flipped a small, circular disk over to Imogen, which Imogen caught out of the air. She held it up and studied it for a moment, before she nodded at Jayna and slipped the item into her pocket. Gavin could tell it was a communication enchantment.

      “I’d like for your dular friend to work on a different type of enchantment, if such a thing would even be possible,” he said.

      “I will go speak to him now,” Jayna said.

      Eva lifted her, and the two of them took off. It didn’t even require an enchantment. Gavin had no idea what Eva was able to do, but the way that she suddenly looked as if she had smoky wings, took flight, and carried Jayna was unlike anything he had ever seen.

      He looked over to the others. “Well?”

      Imogen let out a soft whistle, and lightning traveled along the ground away from her. Within a moment, Zealar came streaking down from the sky and landed next to her.

      “I will begin.” She hopped on Zealar’s back, took to the air, and disappeared.

      Gavin turned to Gaspar and Wrenlow.

      “I don’t like this,” Gavin said. “Everything keeps coming back to the order and what they’re after, and I don’t like the uncertainty of not knowing what it is. I feel like we continue to chase after them.”

      “We have to go after them, though. And you have defeated them each time you’ve done it. And this time, it seems that what they’re doing is even more pronounced than what they’ve done before. It should be easy, or relatively so, to find them, considering how strong their power would have to be,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin snorted.

      “What’s that reaction for?”

      “You’re right,” Gavin said. “I should be able to find them, I just hadn’t considered thinking like that.”

      “And you don’t have to worry about the city,” Wrenlow said. “It’s safe. You—or I suppose I should say ‘the council’—has made sure that it’s safe. So just deal with this.”

      “I want the others to be safe too,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar grunted. “The only way you’re going to keep anybody safe, at least from this kind of disaster, is if we deal with what the order is up to. This is what we do, boy.”

      “I know. It’s just that I don’t know if I like it.”

      There had been so much peace and quiet since the last attack that Gavin struggled with the change. Gaspar knew it, but he also wasn’t wrong. This was what they did.

      Gavin focused on the dragon and called it to him.

      It was time for them—and him—to search. He had to be the Chain Breaker.

      At least he wasn’t doing this on his own.

      Had he been, the chasm Jayna had found might have grown too large, and it might’ve been impossible to stop monsters from crawling out. At least he had allies working and fighting alongside him.

      Gavin waited for them to climb onto the dragon with him, knowing that Gaspar might be able to handle himself in a fight, but Wrenlow needed to be protected. Even with enchantments, Wrenlow wouldn’t be able to defend himself. He simply wasn’t a fighter.

      While the dragon traveled, Gavin didn’t focus on the flight or the cracks, but on the power he felt from the other realm. He had to understand it. He had to follow it so he could know how to stop it.

      As they neared Yoran, Gavin turned his focus on the protections around the city, and he hoped they were going to be enough.

      “Let’s begin,” he said once the dragon landed.
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      “Beginning” for Gavin started with a different strategy, though.

      While he had told Imogen that she would be the one to look at the cracks, and he knew that Jayna was searching for them, there was something that Gavin thought he might be able to do that the others wouldn’t.

      He had the ability to detect the folding power.

      He could feel some of that energy. He could feel the way that power was working through him and could tell that something was there, but even with everything he was able to detect and all the power he knew was there, Gavin still hadn’t had an opportunity to test just what it was that he was coming up with or the kind of power he was drawing on.

      And he was doing so alone.

      Traveling on his own was easy, almost second nature. It gave him an opportunity to patrol and test for different dangers as he considered what the order might be doing, and to look for different places they might be trying to invade.

      Besides, it was harder for him to rely on others for something he could do more quickly alone.

      Tristan had trained him to handle different types of threats, all by himself, without having others fight by his side. Gavin still found himself drawn into old habits and old patterns while trying to find answers he thought only he could.

      So far, he hadn’t found any source of powerful magic that he would have anticipated finding if the order was responsible for what had been leaking through. And it frustrated him. He hated having an enemy that he couldn’t track down and simply fight.

      Perhaps that was how they were going to defeat him—let his frustration get the best of him.

      As he circled above the landscape, he didn’t find anything.

      At first.

      But he began to feel a strange, tenuous energy.

      It was far from the city, and he guided the dragon toward it, before jumping from the dragon’s back using the Petals on the Wind technique and landing.

      Energy bloomed in his mind.

      He moved carefully across the rocky, barren landscape, with only scrub brushes and plants around him. He searched and searched, until he saw it.

      The small opening in the ground was little more than a hole, and not much of one. Gavin felt an odd stir of energy from it, almost as if the ground had caved in, leaving a cavern. A whistle of magical energy was coming up through it, and the power reminded him of what he sensed when folding.

      Strangely, it felt as if something was pushing across that as well.

      He used the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern to form trees and bridge them across the hole, the way Imogen had demonstrated. The ground trembled beneath him, and the trees gradually began to seal the hole. Once they did, he felt no more pressure bubbling through it.

      With how dark the night was, Gavin couldn’t see much. He enhanced his eyesight using his core reserves, searching around the different shrubs, the twisted trees, and the grasses to see if there was anything else here.

      He couldn’t see anything, but he could feel something.

      Other similar pockets of that same strange energy.

      Gavin focused on what he could feel rather than what he could see, and he began to work his way through the rough, darkened landscape. When he found each of those vents emitting that same energy, he closed them off the way he had with the first. The process was fairly straightforward. Any Leier would’ve been able to do that, but would the Leier have been drawn to the power the way he was?

      As he moved through the area, he began to question why these were here. There had to be some intention to them. The order had to have a purpose for these, but Gavin wasn’t sure what it was. There didn’t seem to be any reason behind it. There was nothing here trapping that power—it was simply flowing into this world.

      He let out a growl. He hated not having an answer to something that felt so essential.

      Using the Lightning Strikes pattern, he jumped back up and landed on the dragon.

      Now that he knew what he was looking for and how to find it, he began to search differently. There was a distinct signature to that folding power that Gavin thought he might be able to identify. Searching throughout the night, he found several more pockets similar to the first, each of them small vents that radiated that same power. It became increasingly easy for him to identify them, though he didn’t come across anyone responsible for forming the vents, which he had hoped he’d find.

      How could the order have opened so many without anyone noticing?

      If they had been in the other realm, Gavin would have expected to encounter them when he and Gaspar had been hunting, but he hadn’t. Which meant they had to be on this side, but he’d seen no sign of the order being on the move.

      Gavin sighed. He was tired, but not magically tired. He hadn’t used all that much power. The Leier patterns did not draw on that much magic, nor did they take from his core reserves. It was probably for the best that he’d been using that particular kind of power as consistently as he had been.

      He settled on the dragon, resting his hand on the massive creature’s leathery back. He turned and found Gaspar watching him.

      “This has been weighing on you, boy,” Gaspar said. “I know how you get sometimes. You have this protective instinct—something I found odd at first, considering that you were trained to kill.”

      “I never wanted the wrong people to get hurt,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar grunted. “That’s a nice thing. And given everything you’ve been through, it’s a little surprising.”

      “You think I should want people to get hurt?”

      “No. Just that it’s not what I would have thought that an assassin like yourself would be. Anyway. What did you find?”

      “Nothing. At least, no signs of the order. There’s something else out there, a collection of openings that are radiating magic, but I haven’t been able to find any evidence of the order moving around and opening them.”

      “So these were like the chasm we found?” Gaspar asked.

      “Well, not exactly like that,” Gavin said. “They were small. Quite small. They looked as if something had punched through the earth, and now some of that power is venting into this world.” Gavin shook his head as he said it, realizing just how ridiculous that sounded.

      “What do you mean, venting?”

      “I mean that the energy that comes from the other realm was venting into ours.”

      “Would the order want that?”

      Gavin shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “So now we’re back to trying to figure out what the order is up to. I suspect that also means you’re thinking about the power coming from the other side and how Alana might be connected to it.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Good.”

      Gavin frowned at him.

      Gaspar shook his head. “I know you’ve been trying to figure things out on your own, but think about this girl, Gavin. Think about what she’s able to do.”

      It didn’t escape Gavin’s notice that Gaspar didn’t call him “boy” for once.

      “I know.”

      “I know you’re afraid of whether she’s somehow tied to what’s happening, and I know you don’t want to get her involved because you care about her. Do you see yourself as a father figure to her?”

      “More like an older brother,” Gavin said. “I didn’t really have one of those. Anybody I was around when I was younger tried to kill me.”

      Gaspar let out a heavy sigh and shook his head. “I’ll never get over the way you suffered when you were younger.”

      “Well, Tristan believed it was necessary in order for me to become the Chain Breaker.”

      “Did you ever forgive him?”

      “I forgave him a long time ago,” Gavin said softly.

      Gaspar watched him with a look in his eyes that Gavin couldn’t quite read. “From the stories you told me, I’m not sure I would’ve been able to do the same.”

      “He was doing what he thought he needed to do.” Gavin took a deep breath. “And that’s something that I understand.”

      “Because he made you understand. He made you what you are. He pushed you into becoming this.”

      This was a strange conversation to have with Gaspar.

      “You don’t think he should have pushed me?” Gavin asked.

      “I just don’t like it when people are forced to be something they don’t want to be. Now, I’m not saying you don’t like being who you’ve become, but that don’t make it right. You never got a choice. Who knows what you could’ve been.”

      “I try not to look back. It doesn’t do anything useful. Focusing on the present, and the future, is all that matters.”

      “But if you could go back, would you do the same?”

      “I don’t think anyone should suffer the way I did,” Gavin said.

      “Well, that sounds like all the answer you need, then.”

      He didn’t want to argue, because he couldn’t. Gaspar wasn’t entirely wrong. These days, Gavin had been reacting rather than thinking and planning, but reacting was what he did best.

      “I don’t know how to feel about it,” Gavin said. “I think I’ve been closed off for so much of my life, and it’s been hard for me. I default to doing things on my own.”

      “Obviously,” Gaspar muttered. “I know why you do it—because you believe that you’re the only one who’s able to do it.”

      “It’s not that I’m the only one who can do it, but for so long, I was the only one who would do it.”

      “And now you have others who will. So let them in.”

      “I’m trying,” Gavin said.

      “Clearly,” Gaspar said, shaking his head. “If you didn’t, then you wouldn’t have me.” He spread his hands on either side of him and laughed. “And you wouldn’t have the kid.”

      “Right. Or Imogen. Or Jayna. Or…”

      Gavin almost said Anna, but he didn’t really have her anymore. He thought about the El’aras note, the summons they had sent him, and how he’d ignored it. He needed to check in with them, especially with these openings to the other realm. It didn’t have to be just him and his people closing them off, including the Leier that Imogen had involved. Others could also make a difference. The El’aras might be able to help.

      “Let’s get back and see,” Gavin finally said.
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      The inside of the fortress had been modified heavily after the enchanters had moved in. There was a certain sense of comfort to it now, much of which was tied to the enchantments and the considerable power that existed within the place. The enchantments had been layered into the stone and added to the grounds around the fortress, creating something almost as impenetrable as the city of Yoran itself. That was just the way Zella wanted it, Gavin knew.

      He hesitated a moment, and he looked over at Gaspar, who had been quiet.

      “Haven’t been here all that often,” Gaspar said. “It’s a little weird to me.”

      “Coming here?”

      “Coming here, dealing with all this stuff, and…” Gaspar rubbed his hand across his face, and he turned to look around. “I think it has more to do with the girl. I feel the way you do, Gavin. I never thought I was going to be a father either.”

      “Oh, now you have paternal instincts toward her?”

      “More than you.”

      “Well, you are older than me,” Gavin said.

      They didn’t have to wait long for Zella to come for them. Gavin could feel the enchantment she was carrying on her, even if he didn’t exactly know what she was wielding. She was a unique enchanter, with her own particular power that allowed her to detect the use and purpose of any other enchantment that was around her. Gavin had grabbed some enchantments from Telluminder’s shop and brought them to Zella so she could figure out what they were and whether they would be useful.

      Not that Gavin would ever tell her that he used her for her power, though he suspected that she knew he did, much like she used him. She kept him supplied with enchantments, and then he used those to keep the people around him safe.

      “I know why you’re here,” Zella said.

      “Do you?”

      “You need supplies”—she shook her head—“but I can’t imagine why. I don’t know what you’re up to, since you’ve been absent from the city so much, and when you are here, you’re—”

      “It’s not about supplies, though I would be happy to take some off your hands. Anything you have that might be useful.”

      She eyed him for a moment, frowning deeply as she did. “It’s not about supplies?”

      “Not this time,” Gavin said.

      Her frown deepened. “What, then?”

      “I need to talk to Alana.”

      “You need to leave that girl alone,” Zella said. “She looks up to you. I know you’re responsible for keeping her safe, but she needs to have an opportunity to thrive. Now that the order is no longer after her, she’s been able to continue to work and explore and experiment.”

      Experiments were the most significant piece, especially when it came to Zella.

      “Do you have plans of enrolling her in the enchanter school?” Gavin asked.

      Zella hesitated, then looked around the part of the fortress they were standing in. Enchantments lined the walls, glowing with power and illuminating the hallways. Gavin could feel something else here as well, though he wasn’t sure if it was enchanted power, or if it was sorcery. He didn’t think Zella would rely on sorcery, especially with the access to the many enchanters she had, but he suspected it was possible.

      “I’m not sure it’s safe for her to be in that school,” Zella said.

      “Because you don’t know what kind of power she has?”

      “Because I don’t know that the school will teach her what she needs to know. What she needs is a measure of control, but I’m not sure how she can learn without guiding her myself.”

      “Is that why you didn’t want to have anything to do with serving at the school?” he asked.

      She glared at him. “You know I serve on the council. You yourself were the one who asked me to.”

      Gavin tipped his head slightly. “Of course I did, but I don’t think that takes up so much of your time that you wouldn’t be able to be involved in the school.”

      Zella breathed out heavily. “I suppose not. And yes, to a certain extent, I do feel she needs a heavier hand with her education. It’s not that I’m necessarily the right person, but I’m not the wrong person either. Somebody else might push her in ways she doesn’t need to be pushed.” She shook her head. “The school is such a new thing, and those who are training there will be learning from others who have not had the same opportunities. And while I’m thrilled that we have a chance to offer that to other enchanters, I’m also aware of how that might be perceived. There will likely be dangers for those who are trying to learn about their power and what it means for them.”

      “I understand,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t think you do,” Zella said, “but I also don’t think there’s anything malicious in your ignorance.”

      His eyes widened. “Ignorance?”

      “Yes, Chain Breaker. Ignorance. You understand what you are, and you understand the power you have, but not really.”

      Gavin didn’t have a response to that. He thought about what she said, wondering what else he might be able to do and if there was anything more he could learn.

      But he still didn’t know.

      “May I speak with her?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Zella said. “Even if I wanted to, I know I can’t keep her from you. She would be upset with me, and that’s not something I’m willing to risk.” She strode away, leaving Gavin and Gaspar standing in the hallway.

      Gaspar laughed. “She’s the maternal influence. If nothing else, the girl is well cared for.”

      They waited for a while. When Alana came out, she ran toward Gavin. She was slight of stature and had not grown all that much in the time he’d known her. She had a strange sort of chaos about her as she ran and threw herself at him.

      “You’ve been gone too long, Gavin,” she said.

      He smiled as he wrapped her in a quick hug. “It’s good to see you.”

      “They tell me you’ve been outside the city.”

      He nodded. “Always. I’ve been looking into some of the same things we were dealing with before and trying to make sense of them.”

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      Gavin hesitated before answering. He wasn’t sure what to say, though he did feel like it was necessary for him to respond to her question. And more than that, he knew he was going to have to involve Zella.

      He let out a deep sigh. “Can we go someplace different to talk?”

      Alana frowned, but Zella guided them down the hall and into a cozy room. Zella used an enchantment to light a fire in the hearth, and power blossomed within it. They all pulled up chairs next to the fire.

      “We’ve been dealing with power that comes from the other side,” Gavin said. “And I know you don’t really understand everything that you’re able to do, or how you’re able to do it, but…”

      “But it’s different,” Alana said.

      Gavin nodded. “But it’s different. It’s the one kind of power that I haven’t been able to fully identify, but I think we need to test a few things.”

      He hesitated before filling her in on what they had uncovered of power that was venting through from the other side.

      “So you think I might know something about it?” Alana asked.

      “I don’t know. But I’m hopeful that you might be able to pick up on something different than what the rest of us who’ve been looking into this have been able to. What you can do, and the way you can do it, might be helpful to all of us. I don’t claim to understand it. I don’t even understand where that power comes from. I barely understand where my own power comes from.”

      She frowned. “I feel like it comes from someplace deep inside me. I can feel it. It feels different, though.”

      Gavin stiffened for a moment, worrying about whether these vents were somehow designed to trigger something inside of Alana. If so, maybe bringing her with him would be a dangerous proposition. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just that the power has been feeling different. If I’m responsible—”

      “It’s not anything that you’re responsible for,” Gavin said. “I’m just trying to understand, because I want to know what we need to be ready for.”

      “Is it the order?”

      “Probably, but I haven’t been able to find how. I’ve been looking, and I’m going to make sure they don’t do anything to harm you, but—”

      “I could go with you to look,” she said.

      “No,” Zella said.

      Gavin held Alana’s gaze and made a point of ignoring Zella. “That might be necessary. And it’s why I’m here. We need to better understand this power, and you’re the closest one to being able to do so.”

      Zella shot Gavin a hard look. “Now you want to take her into a place you know is dangerous?”

      “I want to take her where I think we might find answers. I’m not going to do anything that will draw the order to her.”

      “The order is already drawn to her,” Zella snapped.

      “And I’ve defeated them time and again.”

      A seething anger worked across Zella’s features. She looked as if she wanted to argue with him, but she stayed quiet. That was even more concerning.

      “I haven’t brought her across before because I wanted to make sure it was safe,” Gavin said.

      “And now you want to bring her across when you know it’s unsafe.”

      “We’re all going to be in danger if we don’t understand what’s happening. We need to gather as much information as possible to ensure that we can protect everybody.”

      He and Zella stared at each other, neither of them speaking. Tension rose between them.

      “I will go,” Alana finally said. “You’ll keep me safe, Gavin.”

      He nodded. He would keep her safe.

      He took her hand in his. “I will do everything in my power to protect you. Everything.”

      Gavin looked at Zella. Some of the tension had eased from her features. She knew, just as he did, that doing everything in his power might involve dying.

      “We both will,” Gaspar said.

      “I suppose I will, as well,” Zella said.

      With their comments, Gavin realized something: His team, those he had been working with, continued to grow.

      That hadn’t been his intention. He hadn’t planned to have more people working with him, as he hadn’t thought that was necessary, but maybe that was inevitable. And it was time he take advantage of that.

      If he had to face something dangerous, something gigantic like what they had felt from the other realm—power that was folding—then Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if he had the people necessary to do it.

      That realization offered him a measure of relief he hadn’t expected.

      “I will let you know when we’re ready,” he said to Alana. Then he turned to Zella. “But for now, I’d love some enchantments.”

      “As would I,” Gaspar said. “Quite a few, in fact.”
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      Gavin had been spending a significant amount of time looking for any evidence of the order, mixing in what he knew of the attack, along with what he was convinced he could find from them. There had to be something tied to the order that would help him understand what they were after. The hard part was that they didn’t seem to be looking for anything in particular. That was different than when they’d attacked before.

      This time it was only these openings. These vents.

      That might be what they were after, trying to tap into some other kind of power that Gavin couldn’t quite understand, but he found it difficult to know for sure. And if that was what they were looking for, how would he be able to do anything that would stop them—or at least slow them?

      Others were searching, so it wasn’t just him. He knew that the order had ways of hiding, but it was more than just their ability to hide. It was how they could manipulate everything taking place around them. That ability could be devastating, Gavin knew.

      The likely answer to what they’d been doing was that they were folding and transitioning from one place to another, similar to what the Sul’toral once had done. Having no way of knowing what they were doing, or tracking it, was dangerous.

      Now his travels had brought him and Gaspar to something else—and a new danger.

      Gavin held a beam of light between his hands, drawing on the power from his core reserves, and even the bralinath trees, allowing the energy to bloom out of him. He readied for the creature in front of him, which resembled a tree with strange fingerlike extensions rather than branches, then darted toward it using some of the Leier patterns.

      That power carved right through the tree creature and those around it. Every time Gavin’s sword cut through one, he expected it to release some sort of dark fragment, but it never did. Instead, the result reminded him of what he had faced when he’d been fighting alongside Jayna, and it suggested to him that this was coming from the folded power.

      Through it all, he didn’t fight alone.

      Rather than getting too close, Gaspar threw enchantments that blasted the creatures back toward Gavin. The short pauses between fighting gave Gavin an opportunity to regroup. With every creature he brought down or that Gaspar chased toward him, he felt something changing, though he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “There are quite a few of these,” Gaspar said.

      “But they aren’t all that difficult to cut down,” Gavin said.

      Behind the tree he was battling was a row of bizarre-looking lizards. He had a harder time with their thick, scaled hides, but he found that using the Lightning Strikes pattern allowed him to rupture something on their backs. Then either Gaspar’s enchantments or his own core reserves could split through that power and bring those creatures down. The combination was effective, and Gavin marveled at how quickly and easily the two of them were able to succeed.

      And that was just the two of them.

      But the numbers…

      There were far more creatures coming at them than they had anticipated. If all of this was tied to the order, and if they were somehow controlling these things, then how was it even possible that the order could direct so many monsters without him uncovering any signs of them?

      “Anything can overwhelm us,” Gaspar said, as if reading Gavin’s thoughts.

      Gavin stayed quiet. He was using a different technique than he normally did. He created pulses out of himself by using his core reserves and thinking about how he had done something similar with the sword, and instead he created spikes and shot them out like arrows toward these creatures. The spikes didn’t kill them, but he didn’t need to kill them. He needed to slow them down so that he had an opportunity to deal with them in a different way.

      They had come here because they’d found another crack. This one was not very large, and had he not been able to feel it, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve known it was here, as he hadn’t seen anything from the air above. But it had drawn him toward it the same way that the venting of power had drawn him.

      He had not been able to actually get to the crack to see how large it was, only that it was radiating power.

      Once again, he couldn’t help but feel as if the order was delaying them. But delaying them from what?

      Whatever this was, he had to deal with it quickly—push the creatures back, get to this vent, and shut it off.

      That was assuming the vent was responsible for what was happening here.

      He figured it was, but until he had a better answer, he wasn’t exactly sure. They’d been reacting, forced to go on the defensive, rather than taking the offensive approach that he knew to be the much better strategy, especially with the order.

      He blasted at them. Each time he did, the creatures fell away.

      A surge of energy came toward him—a surge that seemed as if it were trying to overpower them—but Gavin ignored it and continued to push power outward, using everything in him to force these creatures back.

      Gaspar tossed another enchantment. “Careful,” he shouted. “This one’s going to be—”

      The explosion happened before Gaspar had an opportunity to finish.

      Gavin braced, immediately holding on to the tree pattern to cover himself with a barrier. He extended the pattern to shield Gaspar as well, as he had the distinct sense that Gaspar would need more protection than what he had from his enchantments.

      The power that exploded outward was more potent than Gavin had expected.

      “What was that?” Gavin yelled as soon as the wave of power radiated past him.

      “Wow,” Gaspar said, looking down at his hands. “Didn’t realize they had gotten that strong.”

      “Who?”

      “Imogen’s shamans.”

      Gavin’s eyes widened. “That was created by one of her shamans?”

      “Right. Lilah has been working with them.”

      Lilah was an incredibly powerful sorcerer who had been trained by a Porapeth, making her skilled in ways that the sorcerers of the Society were not. Gavin wondered if she would ever be willing to share what she’d learned from the Porapeth with those of the Society.

      Sharing knowledge may be the only way they would keep ahead of dangers like the order.

      Gavin used a diffuse form of the Lightning Strikes pattern, and one by one, the creatures fell.

      He sprinted forward and reached the opening, and he didn’t have to get too close before he could feel the energy that vented free. Creatures attempted to crawl through. Gavin pushed out with his tree pattern, staying in the bralinath form of it. He needed the potency of the bralinath trees, not the mobility of the seeker tree pattern.

      Roots grew across the distance over the vent, and they began to contract as the opening drew them inward. Gradually, the pressure began to fade as the vent was sealed, collapsing until there was nothing left but a few dozen creatures.

      They didn’t seem as strong as before, as if the collapse of the connection had severed them in some way from the natural connection they otherwise possessed.

      Gavin was again reminded of the strange connection, that line of power he’d felt when he’d folded, transitioning between realms, and he thought about whether this was similar to that. If so, he knew it would gradually dissipate. And as he focused on that power, and as he started collapsing it down, he felt that energy fading and compressing.

      Then he rushed forward to cut down the rest of the creatures. It didn’t take long for them to fall before him, and even Gaspar danced around, wielding a set of daggers as if it were nothing, moving with a fluid grace. He clearly had speed enchantments, and probably also the kind that gave him stone skin to ensure he wasn’t going to be harmed.

      Once all the creatures were down, Gavin paused to catch his breath.

      “So,” he said, “the creatures coming through are linked to this folding power, which does beg the question of what we would find if we traveled to the other realm.”

      “It’s a terrible idea,” Gaspar said.

      “I didn’t even tell you what my idea was.”

      “You didn’t need to. I know it’s a terrible idea because any idea you have will be terrible, especially because I suspect it’s going to involve going to the other side and trying to deal with what you think we need to handle.”

      “We need to search,” Gavin said. “Well, that’s not exactly true. We need to understand. But for now, we can search by air or by ground, though I think by air will be the most useful. And all of this is probably nothing more than a distraction that the order is using to keep us busy instead of identifying the real threat.”

      That was what bothered him the most. He knew there was something else behind all this, and behind the intention the order had for it, but he didn’t know if they would have any way of identifying what it was. They were struggling to keep up with these attacks, and every time they were forced to deal with another one was time spent away from searching for the order’s true target.

      “We’ve got our people working,” Gaspar said.

      “Do we have enough working?” Gavin said.

      “The Leier—”

      “The Leier can’t do it alone.”

      Gaspar grunted. “Interesting for you to be the one to say that. And you’re not wrong,” he quickly added, cutting Gavin off before he pushed forward, “only that it’s not like you to agonize over what you can and can’t do.”

      “The Society might be able to help,” Gavin said, thinking about how Jayna could talk to Char and coax him into getting more involved. And if she couldn’t, then Wrenlow undoubtedly would. “They have to have some way of detecting these vents.”

      “And closing them,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin nodded. “And that.”

      “So I guess it’s up to us for now,” Gavin muttered.

      Both of them climbed on top of the dragon and circled, searching for much of the day. They found a few more cracks, though none of them were nearly as impressive, or as massive, as the chasm they had first uncovered. They also found more sets of creatures, and each time they did, they dealt with them just as quickly as before.

      He jumped from the dragon’s back to get past the creatures and close off the vent rather than fighting toward them as he had the first time. It was more effective to cut the creatures off from power first and then take care of the creatures themselves.

      “Do you think Imogen is dealing with the same sort of thing?” Gavin asked, looking up at Gaspar as they moved outward. They were far from Yoran now.

      “I don’t know. She hasn’t really communicated with me through the enchantment. Once she goes off looking, she tends to be quiet.”

      “That’s been my concern too.”

      Gavin could pick up on the energy around him fairly easily, especially when there was a burst of power from down below. But what he couldn’t shake was a feeling that there was a buildup of power here. He didn’t know the origin of it, nor did he know if there was any way that he and Gaspar would be able to handle all of it. At least, not by themselves. That was Gaspar’s point, but it was also something Gavin hadn’t needed Gaspar to point out because he’d known it himself.

      Who else could get involved?

      Times like these were when he missed having the El’aras around. And until he better understood where they had gone, he wasn’t sure there would be any way to draw them back in to assist. It seemed as if Anna was done helping. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have left Yoran, essentially abandoning them.

      Now there were too many vents for a small number of people to deal with. Those who were capable of hunting down this power might need to be convinced to get more actively involved.

      Otherwise, how would he have enough people to help him stop this—and stop the order?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      An overwhelming exhaustion threatened Gavin.

      He’d spent another day circling on the dragon, looking for additional areas he needed to deal with. They had found several other places they’d had to seal to avoid triggering an attack.

      So far, Gavin hadn’t been able to clear out everything. Each time it seemed like he was getting closer, more vents would start to open. Increasingly, he couldn’t help but feel as if everything he was doing, and all the different techniques he was using, were not enough for what they were facing. The power was becoming almost too much.

      He still didn’t have any idea about who was responsible for everything. There was no sign of the order, nothing to indicate that they were the ones doing this, though he had to believe they were behind it. How could this have happened otherwise?

      He was traveling alone again. Gaspar had returned to Yoran to gather more supplies, as he had gone through his enchantments quickly, but Gavin had wanted to continue closing off some of the openings. At least with the dragon, he could travel quickly, sealing the vents and dispatching the creatures in little time.

      Even so, he couldn’t shake the feeling that all of this was a distraction. And one that was working. He was spending all his time—and a considerable amount of energy—dealing with this threat.

      While the order was left unchecked.

      With Imogen, the Leier, and some of the others out there working with him to find a way to close the vents, Gavin knew he had help. Maybe he didn’t have to keep trying to do this on his own, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that if he didn’t, that something worse, and something terrible, would happen.

      “Gavin?”

      Wrenlow’s voice came through the enchantment and crept through the noise of the wind around him, forcing Gavin to sit up and push his frustration-filled thoughts away.

      “I’m here,” Gavin said.

      “Gaspar said you’ve been traveling on your own?”

      “He said that, did he?”

      “Actually, I think he said something along the lines of ‘The boy has decided to go running off to handle things without anybody else, because he’s becoming a stubborn—’”

      “I get the point,” Gavin said.

      Wrenlow chuckled. “I’ve been looking into the folding technique.”

      “Why have you been studying that?”

      “You wanted me to. Remember? When we were dealing with the order initially. Well, I suppose even before that. When we were dealing with the Sul’toral. You thought it would help you travel more easily.”

      It would, but Gavin had sort of forgotten about it because of everything else he’d been looking into. And maybe he did need to keep focusing on it, to have a way of traveling when he was in the other realm. While here, he could use the dragon or the Leier patterns, though at least the Leier patterns were effective on the other side as well.

      “Has the library been helpful?”

      “Well, not entirely,” Wrenlow said. “A little bit, but not entirely. It’s just that… I’ve found a volume I don’t remember seeing before.”

      “Where?”

      “In the library. And I know what you’re going to say—you’re going to tell me that it was probably there all along. But we’ve been really careful with the books and have been cataloging them, so I think I would know if something had been there. This is new.”

      “I’m not accusing you of overreacting,” Gavin said. “I just want to know where you saw the volume.”

      “You’re worried that somebody else has access to the library.”

      “We know it’s not just us who can go there. If the order found it…”

      That would explain a lot. Maybe there was something in the library that would help explain how these openings were forming. Maybe it was simply the fact that the order was traveling through folding that opened the connections.

      “I haven’t seen any sign of them,” Wrenlow said, “but maybe they’ve come in when we’re not paying attention. We started setting up enchantments to alert us, and probably should’ve done so before. Now we will know, though.”

      “Keep track of it and let me know if you find anything,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t intend to stay there. In fact, I think it’s probably safer if we don’t, especially if somebody is there.” The concern was evident in his voice, and Gavin could practically imagine Wrenlow wringing his hands. “But we’ve taken out some of the books we wanted.”

      “Not the new one.”

      “Not the new one,” Wrenlow said. “We haven’t been sure about that one, and we’ve been a bit unclear on whether there’s anything to be worried about with that, as the new volume that suddenly appeared is… Well, it’s just a little more dangerous, I think.”

      “Good,” Gavin said. “Keep it there, but maybe try to secure it. Take whatever time you need, and see if Char can help you.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Of course,” Wrenlow said.

      These openings. The library. The order.

      He hadn’t gotten answers, but it was time that he change that. Time to go to someone who might be able to provide him with information about the order and what they wanted, before they ran out of time.

      It meant going to Nelar.

      Gavin had not gone there since Jayna had reappeared, and as he flew toward the city on the dragon’s back, it felt strange to return. Nelar was a unique place, with streets filled with dular—their term for enchanters—and a phosphorescent moss that covered the city walls and buildings. He guided the dragon down and jumped from its back, realizing after the fact that maybe he should have hesitated before bringing the dragon so close, which might terrify the populace. He needed to be careful.

      It was too late now, so he landed and then strode into the city. Rows of shops and homes lined the streets. He made his way into an open-air market that sold enchantments, vibrant with people and activity, and he opened himself to the power that was around here. He had not spent much time in marketplaces like this, partly because they didn’t have them in most of the cities he’d visited, and partly because he didn’t need to go to them to acquire enchantments. Zella would make anything he wanted.

      The shoppers shouted in conversation all around him, and the energy of the many enchantments scattered throughout the stalls also drew his notice. He listened, picking his way through the crowd until he came to a stand that seemed to be calling him toward it.

      The merchant was an older man, with graying hair and a ragged cloak on his shoulders. The nature of his enchantments were quite different than the others Gavin had come across, etched with far more complex markings.

      Gavin found himself drawn to them, but he wasn’t sure why.

      “Can I help you find anything in particular?” the man asked.

      “I don’t know. What do you have here?”

      “These enchantments are unlike anything you have ever seen before. You can find power—real power—within them.”

      “Is it safe for just anybody to find power like this?”

      “Of course it’s safe. These will help you understand the world in a way that you cannot otherwise.”

      Gavin smiled to himself, curious as to what a man like this would be selling. It probably wasn’t dangerous, but there was a possibility that some aspect of it might be. And if it was dangerous, why was it permitted to be sold? Though who was he to regulate such things?

      “So what do they do?” Gavin asked.

      “They grant you the ability to reach for that which you do not have.” The man gave him a lopsided smile. “I presume that you do not have the skill to make these enchantments?”

      “I do not,” he said, looking around before settling his gaze back on the man. And for that matter, Gavin didn’t. He wasn’t lying. He could make enchantments, but nothing at all like what he saw here. The dular in this city were far more capable than those in other places, at least in some ways.

      “Yes,” the man said. “Not uncommon. I have had plenty of shoppers come through here, and most of them bemoan the fact that they do not have the ability to manufacture some of these enchantments. They feel as if they are missing something.” He clicked his tongue. “But never fear. Enchantments can provide opportunities for you to have the power of even someone who is in the Society.”

      “How much for these?”

      “These are attuned to each individual, so I merely need a sample of your blood.”

      Gavin started laughing, thinking that the man was making a joke at his expense. “My blood?”

      “I understand that it is a bit unorthodox,” the man said, watching Gavin with a twinkle in his eyes as though he were preparing to play a grand prank on him. “But trust me when I tell you that this technique is quite effective. I can assure you that I have tested it, and have proven its efficacy multiple times. These enchantments are unlike anything you have ever seen before, and it is doubtful that you will ever be able to see anything quite like them again.”

      Gavin studied the enchantments, and as he did, he found himself trying to make sense of why the man thought he needed his blood.

      Something about one of the enchantments struck him as a little unusual. Not only unusual, but it seemed like he had felt something similar to it before.

      Gavin traced his finger across the surface of it. “How did you make these?”

      “The dular do not speak of such things.” The man stood up and waved his hand with a flourish. “This is the kind of thing that must be preserved. Knowledge, you can understand.”

      “I understand,” Gavin said, “but I’m not looking to replicate what you’re doing. I’m merely asking how you made it.” He searched his mind, thinking about what he had heard others referencing when talking about enchantments. “I think the dular refer to it as the substrate.”

      “Is there something particular to this?” Gavin asked.

      He continued to run his hand across the enchantment, and he noticed that it was reacting to him in a strange and almost unpleasant fashion. He wasn’t exactly sure why, only that it seemed to be reacting to his touch. Not only that, but it was radiating a certain kind of energy he could have sworn he had felt before.

      This was an enchantment, yes, but not just any enchantment. It was one that had a very distinct sense to it, one that left him with a sense of pressure, and one that made him think of folding.

      He realized why it was familiar to him.

      This enchantment was made from the remains of one of the creatures that had folded through from the other realm.
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      Gavin picked up the enchantment and straightened, then began to focus on his core reserves. Along with that, he added some of the power he had inside himself, the power that made him at least partially El’aras. He traced his finger up and down the enchantment, adding some of that power to modify what was already present.

      The dular watched him with darkness in his gaze. “What are you doing to it?” the man asked.

      “I think I recognize where you obtained this,” Gavin said. “It’s similar to something I killed.”

      The dular took a step back and held his hands up—the reaction Gavin wanted. “I did not steal from you, good sir,” he said.

      Gavin frowned. “You didn’t, did you?”

      “I would not have. It was merely a crime of opportunity, as it were.”

      “Describe your crime.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of this man, nor what he was going on about, but there was most certainly something unpleasant happening here.

      “I was searching for other stones near the stream. I wanted a unique substrate.” The merchant flashed a grin. “I found one. This reacts in ways I have never felt before.” He picked up one of the enchantments and clutched it against his chest. “Do not take it away from me.”

      Gavin was tempted to grab them all and destroy them, but he didn’t. “What does it do?”

      “It stores considerable energy. And once released…”

      Again Gavin ran his finger along the enchantment he was holding, and he began to focus some of his core reserves into it. He thought about how he had learned how to modify different enchantments over the years he’d been working with his power. Some of it had come from what Jayna had taught him. She had been the person who’d helped him learn some of the earliest techniques on modifying enchantments. Some of it had come from Anna. In fact, most of his understanding about enchantments, and how to modify them, had been because of her.

      What Gavin did when it came to enchantments was different than what most did. He couldn’t create fresh ones. At least, not most of the time. Typically, he would add to an existing enchantment. He could also modify it, altering it in such a way that it became his own. That was what he needed to do now.

      He didn’t need blood. But he was also a little worried about what would happen if he were to change this enchantment. He didn’t know what it might do.

      “I’m going to take a few of these items,” Gavin said. “I’m going to test them, and if they’re what I suspect, you will be well compensated.”

      The man blinked. “You cannot take them from me.”

      “I can’t? Are you going to stop me?”

      “You would not steal from one of the dular. Not in our market.”

      “I will,” Gavin said. “And if you have any problem with that, then I encourage you to stop me.” He formed a glowing blade in both hands using his core reserves, little more than daggers of light.

      The man’s gaze darted from one of Gavin’s hands to the next, before he nodded hurriedly and licked his lips. “Test them. See that I am telling you the truth about them.”

      Gavin scooped up all the enchantments, about two dozen, and most were small enough that they fit inside the pockets of his cloak. He glowered at the dular for just a moment, then walked away.

      Once he made it out of the market, he paused.

      The fact that the man had made enchantments out of the stone from one of the creatures was worrisome. Gavin needed to investigate, if only so he could understand whether there were others like this. And maybe other dular had done the same thing. If that were the case, then how many enchantments had already been made from the remains of those terrible creatures?

      He tried to focus, to see if he might feel something here, but even as he did, he didn’t pick up on anything whatsoever. The energy, such as it was, was there, but it was also difficult for him to identify anything about it.

      He flicked his gaze through the city. He had come to talk to Telluminder, but he had found a new concern. How many other enchantments like these would there be?

      It was something he could look into after he talked to Telluminder.

      He started through the streets, and it wasn’t long before he felt a mysterious tug on his awareness.

      At first, Gavin wasn’t sure what it was. Part of it was familiar to him, as if something was drawing on his power, and it took a moment for him to realize what he was picking up on.

      The dragon. The strange energy came from the dragon, a signal of a sort.

      That was unusual. Gavin had never felt the dragon calling to him.

      “Fine,” he muttered, mostly to himself. “I’ll come.”

      He hurried to the edge of the city, aware of the weight of the enchantments in his pockets. He had no intention of activating them or modifying them, but he did intend to try to destroy them. Either that, or he wondered if he needed to try to transition them back to the other realm, then leave them behind.

      Assuming he could even understand what they did. Maybe what he really needed to do was to offer them to Zella. Only, if he did that, there was a possibility that she might decide that she wanted to use those enchantments.

      Destroying them seemed better.

      He reached the edge of the city and continued to be drawn by the dragon’s energy.

      It was the only thing he felt. There was nothing dangerous beyond the edge of Nelar, no sense of the openings they had been dealing with, nothing more than the power of the dragon.

      But then he felt another sensation pulling on him.

      He followed it, letting it guide him farther from the edge of the city. By the time he saw the dragon above, Gavin was standing on a rolling hillside. He wasn’t entirely sure what was pulling on him, but the energy he was picking up on seemed as if it were trying to call to him in a way that he should recognize, only he did not.

      The dragon came swooping down from overhead and landed next to him.

      “Do you want to tell me what it is that you called me here for?”

      Gavin didn’t really expect the dragon to respond, but it nudged him with its gigantic head, forcing him to move down the hillside and follow a trampled path. He hadn’t even noticed that there was a path until the dragon had nudged him in its direction. Now that he saw it, he realized that people had come through here previously.

      Dular, probably.

      Was this where he’d find the stream the dular had mentioned? If so, how would the dragon have known?

      He looked over to the dragon, frowning. “This?”

      The dragon snorted, and at first Gavin almost thought steam came from its nostrils, but this was not an actual dragon. It was an enchantment, or at least derived from one. There couldn’t be steam. Could there?

      He shook his head. So many things with the dragon kept changing that it was difficult for him to keep track of them. Maybe there could be steam.

      He started down the trail and didn’t have to go far before he saw a section of flattened grasses. Gavin stopped, focused on his core reserves, and immediately began to summon the blade.

      He didn’t feel anything else, no sense of those vents or that power coming up, but he was ready for the possibility of something dangerous here. He glanced over to the dragon, which was crawling closer to him, its wings spread out to either side, almost as if they were propping it up.

      “You know, you could just fly and circle overhead to make sure we’re perfectly safe.”

      The dragon regarded him, but it didn’t budge.

      Gavin moved forward again.

      Then he saw legs, and a body.

      He hurried toward the figure lying on the ground. It was human, and it had a puncture wound in its belly. Dark hair obscured the face, though he thought this was a woman. There were two others nearby, both of them facedown.

      Spent enchantments were scattered all around them.

      Dular.

      He straightened, focusing on the beam of energy in his hands, and then searched around the area for what had done this.

      He didn’t go far before he found the remains of the stone enchantment, with parts of it chipped off. As he searched for evidence of what had happened, he found another downed creature. This one looked like a bundle of grasses with twigs for arms. It was short, probably only knee-high, and the ends of it were singed, as if the enchanters had used flames on it.

      He straightened and tapped on his enchantment. “Gaspar, I need you to get word to the Leier. They need to start destroying the bodies of the creatures they deal with.”

      He waited for a response.

      “Destroy them?” Gaspar asked after a few moments. “What are you going on about now?”

      Gavin told him what he had uncovered.

      Gaspar groaned. “Sounds about like my experience with enchanters.”

      “I don’t know that Zella and her people would’ve done anything like that.”

      “Are you so sure? Think about what you know of her and how she’s willing to do anything to protect her people,” Gaspar said. “I would imagine that she would’ve done the exact same thing, especially if she thought it might provide her enchanters with an advantage. Considering the dangers we’ve encountered and the fact that Zella can test these enchantments, I suppose…”

      Gavin hated acknowledging that, but it might be more than just Zella. Now that there was a school for enchanters, why wouldn’t they do something similar? He had to believe that they would, and it was entirely possible that they might even be able to find something with what they were studying to help them learn more about the kinds of power that were present within.

      But given what he knew about these creatures, and the fact that they came from another realm, Gavin feared that anything that might use their power might pose a danger.

      “Just have the Leier destroy them,” he said.

      Gaspar grunted. “If you say so. I don’t think they’ll have much difficulty doing it, either. Besides, they haven’t run into the same number of creatures as we have.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “Don’t know. Maybe there hasn’t been any reason for there to be that many more creatures.”

      “It’s more than that,” Gavin said. “And you know what, something about this is bothering me. This is awfully close to Nelar.”

      “Went to see her, did you?” Gaspar asked.

      “I went there to see Telluminder, not Jayna, to look for answers, hoping he might help me figure something out with the order. I haven’t actually gone to him, though.”

      “Good idea,” Gaspar said, in a tone suggesting he was trying to decide if he really wanted to give Gavin that praise. “But what’s the issue that you have now?”

      “Just that this is close to Nelar.”

      “And?”

      “And we haven’t found very many openings close to the cities,” Gavin said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quite. It’s actually been something I’ve been concerned about. Not about Yoran, which I suspect is quite well defended with all the protections we’ve placed.” He had been somewhat worried about that, but he hadn’t come across anything in the city that showed signs of the vents. “There also haven’t been any reports in any other cities.”

      “That’s odd,” Gaspar said.

      “Maybe there’s other powers, or protections, that are keeping them from opening vents in those places.”

      “It just seems that it should be random, unless the order doesn’t have a reason for targeting cities yet. But now you’ve found one close to a city.”

      Gavin nodded. “Right.”

      “Which may mean the order has started to take a different approach. All right. I will send word to the Leier. And you go and talk to Telluminder, then get back here.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      The enchantment went silent.

      Gavin made his way around the clearing, and he came across several more enchantments that had been spent, and one other body.

      Some of the enchantments looked as if they had been tossed, though maybe that shouldn’t be all that surprising. They probably were explosives that had been used to attack those creatures. In Gavin’s experience, very few enchanters would use the kind of enchantments he and Gaspar favored. The two of them had always liked using those that made them physically stronger and more capable in a fight, but that was because they were trained as fighters. At least, Gavin was, though he guessed that Gaspar had been equally trained as a fighter, even if he didn’t ever talk about that. Others would probably prefer to attack from a distance so they didn’t have to worry about getting hurt.

      He found other creatures that had fallen here as well. As he picked his way around the clearing, Gavin looked for other clues that would help him know whether any of those other enchantments had been harvested, but he didn’t find any.

      That was good, he figured. The fact that dular had died was not, but at least there were no more of these creatures.

      He didn’t feel a vent here, though. If creatures had made it through to this side, wouldn’t there be one of those openings?

      Gavin made another circuit around the trampled grasses but didn’t feel anything.

      He looked over at the dragon, which was curled up and watching him.

      “You did well,” Gavin said. “Thank you.”

      Even so, Gavin hadn’t gotten here in time. He couldn’t tell how long ago the battle had taken place, but he knew it had been relatively recent. The blood was still wet, and had not fully coagulated. There wasn’t any real charge to the air from the enchantments that had been used, not what Gavin normally detected following an attack. He crouched down next to one of the bodies, and the person was mostly warm.

      He paused for a moment, before deciding to head back to the city. This wasn’t something he could spend time investigating. Searching here was not his purpose. He had asked the Leier to dispose of the creatures’ remains so that others like these dular didn’t make the mistake of trying to use them.

      What else could he do?

      As he turned back to the city, he felt another strange tugging sensation inside him. Initially, he thought it was coming from the dragon, but the dragon was lying there next to him.

      He felt the odd, familiar power surge again, and he realized what it was: the energy that came from the vents.

      And it was nearby.

      He froze. There hadn’t been a vent here. He didn’t think the dular had managed to close it, but what if they’d died away from the vent? What if there were other dular who had made the mistake of confronting the creatures? Enchantments could work against them, but probably not without loss of life.

      Gavin groaned and started toward what he detected.
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      He didn’t run. He didn’t use the Leier sacred patterns to fly and float, either. He moved steadily, feeling what he could, until he saw a curious pile of debris in the distance.

      He headed toward it, which he knew was the source of the energy. Gavin wasn’t entirely sure why, or what it was that he was sensing, but it left him with a strange tingling feeling. Maybe it was just the fact that there was magic that was familiar to him there, or maybe there was something else to it.

      If he wasn’t mistaken, these were El’aras ruins. Different El’aras ruins were scattered all around the countryside. There had been a time when the El’aras were numerous and widespread, having integrated with humans, but that had changed following the war with sorcery.

      He rarely saw El’aras buildings completely destroyed. Most stood as a testament to the power the El’aras once had possessed and the influence they had on the world. Some cities simply incorporated those buildings into the city itself, like Yoran had. Others left them as they were, as if they wanted a reminder to the El’aras and sorcery wars from what was now ages ago.

      But these buildings had crumbled, and that destruction seemed somewhat recent.

      Gavin shook those thoughts away. He wasn’t here to investigate ruins. He was here because of what he felt.

      There was an explosion of fire, followed by a tremble.

      Could there be a sorcerer here?

      The Society hadn’t been involved in the investigation into these vents, but it was possible that they’d discovered them on their own and come to investigate. What if the others he’d found hadn’t been dular at all and instead were part of the Society?

      Gavin readied a blade made out of his core reserves and darted ahead, prepared for a battle.

      By the time he reached the ruins, he froze.

      There had to be a dozen people there, all of them dressed in drab colors. Several of them looked seriously injured, leaning on each other for support, bleeding from wounds on their arms, legs, even faces. All of them carried leather satchels over their shoulders.

      These were not sorcerers. They were indeed dular.

      Several were already down. Gavin didn’t know if they were dead or just injured. The rest were holding back an entire horde of creatures.

      Some of the creatures were down as well. One, made of stone, looked only slightly larger than Gavin, with blocky arms and legs, and covered with a bizarre greenish moss. The creature rested near some of the dular, and one of them was chipping away at its body and tossing hunks of stone back to the others.

      They were collecting.

      All while under attack?

      “What are you doing?” Gavin called.

      Two of the people at the rear turned toward him, and somebody threw a small stone in his direction.

      Gavin immediately formed a bralinath tree using the Tree Stands in the Forest technique, thinking about everything Imogen had focused on teaching him, especially recently. He had to make sure the barrier was as fully fortified as possible since he didn’t know how powerful the enchantment would be. If they were using these creatures as their substrate, there was a very real possibility that it might be potent enough to break through his tree pattern.

      The enchantment struck, bouncing away—and rebounding back toward them.

      He needed to redirect it so it wouldn’t hurt anyone.

      He flew upward, shifting from Tree Stands in the Forest into Lightning Strikes, and smacked the stone with his blade. The blade struck it like a club, and it went flying.

      Then there was a brief flash of light, a vibrant energy, and a massive explosion of wind that sent Gavin staggering back.

      If that was what they were able to make out of these remains, the results were incredibly potent. What would’ve happened if he had tried to modify the enchantment? Would it have harmed him if he had tried to change it so he could use it?

      It’d be dangerous, he knew.

      But then again, these dular who were doing this in the first place were fools. All of this was incredibly unsafe.

      Gavin landed near two creatures. One of them looked something like a bird, with a long beak, sharp hooks on the ends of its arms, and thick, leathery wings. It swung one of its arms toward him, and he braced using Tree Stands in the Forest. Once the creature’s attack was deflected, he swiped at it with his blade, carving it in half.

      The second creature, which was made of stone, rumbled toward him, the ground trembling under its movement. Gavin had experience with them, but the difference now was that he was surrounded by others who were not as capable as him, he suspected. Not only that, but he also guessed the vent was still open.

      It would be more difficult to destroy them.

      Gavin sprinted forward, using his core reserves to fortify himself. The pair of blades he spun out of his hands carved through the stone.

      There was a crack, and for a moment, nothing.

      Was this thing stronger than the others he’d fought?

      Then the stone shattered, raining debris outward.

      Gavin paused, then turned. The vent was open. He could feel it. He needed to find it so he could shut it off, but as he looked around, he didn’t see the vent anywhere. Where was it?

      He moved forward, trying to figure out what the creatures were doing, but more than that, trying to figure out where they were hiding. They had to be hiding somewhere.

      Then he saw more creatures.

      They were behind the line of dular. And the dular, including those who were injured, were crouching next to something more than just the fallen stone creature that he’d seen.

      Gavin groaned. “You stupid…”

      He shot upward with Lightning Strikes and landed behind the dular, near the injured—and possibly dead. When he did, he immediately felt the power of the vent.

      One of the dular, a golden-haired woman with a large gash running down her cheek, looked up at him. Her eyes widened when she saw his glowing blade.

      “That’s possibly one of the dumbest things I’ve seen anyone do,” he said, marching over to where her enchantment rested near the opening in the ground. He could feel the power flowing out of the vent, into the enchantment. “You thought you were going to hold it?”

      Gavin grabbed the enchantment.

      “What are you doing?” she snapped.

      He ignored her as he traced his finger along it, hurriedly slammed some of his core reserves into it to modify the enchantment as quickly as he could. Then he activated it before tossing it with every bit of strength he had.

      The enchantment went sailing, tumbling end over end until it exploded. There was a thunderous boom, and then quiet.

      “Where are the rest?” he demanded.

      She started getting to her feet, and she reached for something in her satchel.

      Gavin grabbed her arm and yanked it back roughly. “You have no idea the powers you’re messing with here.”

      “We’re just trying to get something—”

      “I understand what you were just trying to do. And you have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

      “Say, Karail?”

      One of the men had turned, and he saw that Gavin was holding on to the woman. He fished in his satchel, and Gavin immediately shifted into the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern and struck out with a branch of energy, or at least something that felt like a branch. The man went flying, collapsing when he hit the ground.

      He hadn’t come out here to attack the dular, but this was ridiculous.

      Focusing on the vent, he used his connection to pull it shut. It took a moment, more than he preferred, before that opening started to close, and then it sealed completely. As he did, the dular continued to toss enchantments at the creatures that remained.

      Gavin felt a strange shift to the energy in this place. Some of it stemmed from the creatures that were here and how closing the vent had suddenly modified them, but he could tell that some of it came from something else. Maybe it came from him, or maybe it was just his awareness of these enchantments. Whatever it was, he recognized the abrupt change in power, and he knew he could end this. And quickly.

      Using his blade, he carved the satchel off the woman’s shoulder and then caught it in his hand. He wasn’t going to leave it behind. He would need to destroy it, but that would come later. He marched away, through the line of dular, and none of them bothered to even try to attack. Gavin didn’t know what he would’ve done if they had.

      He hurried toward the remaining creatures. Now that they were cut off from the vent, there was less power in them, and they were easy enough for him to carve apart. They fell quickly.

      As Gavin strode through them, anger built within him with every sweep of his blade. It was probably for the best that he was by himself. Had somebody else been fighting alongside him, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to work out his anger at what the dular had done. He hated that he was dealing with people who thought they could use power like that. Who were running the risk of destroying everything.

      What fools. They were working with power they did not understand, and they would end up getting others hurt or killed because of it.

      When most of the creatures were down, Gavin turned and headed back toward the dular. Several of them were already crouching next to some of the creatures he’d destroyed.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Gavin muttered.

      He marched over to the remains of one of the creatures and stepped on them. He focused on his core reserves, wishing there was some way he could disrupt the dular’s process.

      Wouldn’t there be?

      He had no reason to believe he couldn’t do this. In fact, all he needed was to pour some of his innate abilities out from him and burn through the creatures’ remains using techniques he’d learned from the El’aras.

      Gavin pushed some of that power out, into the creature. There was a shimmer in the air, and it seemed to be coming from within the creature in an effort to protect itself, but then it simply dissolved, as if the creature had been broken down. It faded into nothing.

      That’s better.

      If he could do that…

      Gavin made his way around the clearing, doing the same to each of the creatures, sometimes pushing dular out of the way when they tried to keep him from getting to the creatures. When he was done, there were no remains left.

      “Now,” Gavin said, voice raised so they could all hear him, “why don’t we talk about how you’ve decided to take on creatures you know nothing about. You have no idea the kind of power you can get from them, and you have no idea what it means to wield that power.” He looked around at all of them. “And why don’t you leave any enchantments you’ve already generated.”

      One of the dular backed away, trying to escape. He was an older man, and Gavin had little difficulty using Tree Stands in the Forest and holding the man in place to keep him from running.

      “What kind of sorcerer are you?” one of the men near him asked. His voice was shaky, and he watched Gavin with real fear in his eyes.

      “One who’s more powerful than anybody in the Society.” He swept his gaze around the dular. “Set all your enchantments on the ground. Gather your injured and dead, and make your way back to the city. If I hear that any of you, or any others with you, are attempting to chase these creatures and mess with these openings, I’m going to come find you.”

      Several of them hurriedly surrendered their enchantments, including some who dropped entire satchels of them. A few looked as if they were going to try to sneak away with their enchantments, but Gavin used the tree pattern and squeezed them the same way he had held the first man who had tried to escape.

      When all was done, he was left with a surprising number of enchantments. He had no idea what he was going to do with them, but the dular had done what he’d asked. They gathered the injured, and a few of them carried one person between them—the only one who was dead, from what it seemed. The rest were only heavily wounded.

      He waited until they were gone.

      The threat was an empty one, he knew. He wasn’t going to be able to keep track of how many dular went hunting for these creatures. The only way they were going to be able to stop anything like this from happening again would be to ensure that no more of the openings formed and allowed the creatures to come through. The problem was that he didn’t know if there was going to be anything he could do to make sure it wouldn’t happen.

      And there was what he had seen of the dular, trying to trap the power coming through the vent. Gavin had been able to feel it. Others had learned to trap it. He hadn’t considered the possibility of trapping it, but he should have. If the dular had considered that, then it seemed quite likely that others who had power would have done the same thing. Probably those of the Society too.

      It was the kind of thing he doubted he could control. The only thing he thought he might be able to do was slow it, but certainly not control it.

      He blew out a heavy breath, made his way around to collect the enchantments, and hurriedly piled them up. He added the enchantments he had taken from the market, then looked down at them. What was he going to do with all these? There had to be an easy way to destroy them.

      A shadowy form loomed over him. He glanced up, readying for a fight, but there was no need. It was the dragon.

      The dragon swooped down and scooped the enchantments into its mouth, and it began to chew. When it swallowed, Gavin felt something that reminded him of a pop. It was like the power inside those enchantments simply vanished.

      Maybe that was for the best. The dragon had been formed with Alana’s power and then modified with some of Gavin’s magic. A combination. He hoped that meant it could withstand power from both this realm and the other.

      He looked at it. “I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      The dragon spread its wings, settled to the ground, and looked around the clearing. At least Gavin now knew how to destroy enchantments like that. And he knew how to destroy power similar to that. It wasn’t the first time the dragon had been useful in that way.

      He made another circle of the clearing, making sure all the creatures had been destroyed, then started back toward Nelar. He moved slowly, his irritation building, knowing there was nothing different he could’ve done other than what he had already. And yet, he couldn’t help but feel as if they might have been too late in stopping this. The dular had been making enchantments, probably for a while. And if they were already doing that, there was little doubt in Gavin’s mind that they had ways of manipulating this power.

      How many other dular, enchanters, or sorcerers had come across the remains of these creatures and decided to test them in such a way? And what if that was the purpose of them in the first place? What if that was the reason the order wanted these openings here?

      Gavin pushed those thoughts aside as he wandered, and he came across another El’aras city. At least, the ruins of one. This one had crumbled, much like the last. A series of buildings looked as if they had recently collapsed, many of them fallen inward, with no windows or doors or walls intact any longer.

      He wasn’t sure, but something about this felt odd. Why would the El’aras ruins have been destroyed? But perhaps the better question was how they had been destroyed. Typically, the El’aras ruins were fortified with magic, so it was not easy for them to be so damaged. It was one more thing he needed to ask Anna about. That was, assuming that Anna would even answer him.

      Could the creatures have had anything to do with the destruction of these buildings? If so, why focus on the El’aras and their old structures? What would that offer the creatures?

      Gavin knew the more important question was what that would offer the order, assuming that they truly were the ones responsible for all this.

      He turned away, once again making his way back toward the city. It was time to go to Telluminder. It was time to get answers.
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      It had been a while since Gavin had come to Telluminder’s shop, though it had been destroyed then.

      Waiting as he had was probably a mistake, especially given Telluminder’s connection to the order in the past, and the fact that he still had an affinity for them and their scholarship. Now that Jayna had essentially returned to Nelar, Gavin felt as if she should be the one to interact more with Telluminder.

      He paused in front of the door, hesitating a moment. He couldn’t tell if there was any magic used inside the shop, though some of that came from the fact that he was simply distracted, and not all because he wasn’t capable of such a thing.

      He pushed open the door, and the strange smells of the shop immediately greeted him. Gavin had come to find that Telluminder seemed to be connected to the unique aromas, but he also wasn’t exactly sure if they were related to only Telluminder himself or partly to the magical items inside the shop. It could be either, he knew.

      Telluminder sat behind the counter, just waiting. “It has taken you long enough.”

      Gavin frowned at him. The detour out of the city had distracted him. “Were you expecting me?”

      “Did you think you’d concealed your passing through here so effectively?”

      “I didn’t intend to reveal my passing.”

      “And yet, you traveled by your enchantment.” Telluminder snorted and slapped his hand on the table. “So, regardless of what you intended, you have revealed what you have revealed.” He shuffled forward, moving his chair as he did, and then rested his hands on the counter in front of him. “I anticipated that you were coming to see me, though there was always the possibility that you were coming to see Ms. Aguelon.”

      “I don’t know if she’s here.”

      “Well, she is. I sent word to her as soon as I detected your enchantment.”

      Gavin had never really understood what it was that Telluminder could do, only that the strange man obviously had some magical connection. But the nature of his magical connection had so far proven to be beyond Gavin’s ability to grasp. Telluminder’s skill had to be tied to enchantments, as he had an extensive collection of different ones scattered around the shop, and he obviously was using those to trade.

      That was what he seemed to be up to, at least.

      “Jayna knows what I have been doing, so I’m not sure she’s needed,” Gavin said.

      “Which is exactly the reason why I thought she needed to come,” Telluminder said, and he chuckled. “You do not think, Chain Breaker.”

      “I think well enough. Besides, I do believe I was the one who stopped the order.”

      “You stopped a portion of the order, not the entirety of them. If you were able to accomplish that—”

      The door to the shop opened, and with a swirl of power, Gavin detected somebody coming in. He immediately drew on his core reserves and pushed that out to his skin, using his power like the stone skin enchantment to ensure he was protected.

      He quickly realized he need not have bothered. It was only Jayna.

      She furrowed her brow as she strode forward. “What are you doing here, Gavin?” she asked.

      “I came to talk to Telluminder,” he said.

      “I see. Then that’s the reason Telluminder decided to send this little enchantment to me.” She slapped a small piece of stone onto the counter. It looked something like a winged insect, though Gavin wasn’t exactly sure what it was. “You could’ve just sent word a more traditional way.”

      Telluminder shrugged. “I find that it is far more intriguing to get you to come this way, Ms. Aguelon,” he said, chuckling again. “Though I’m a little disappointed that you decided to destroy my toy.”

      “Your toy shouldn’t be bothering me, then.”

      “You should not have been able to do it,” Telluminder said, scooping the piece of stone off the counter and then holding it up.

      It wasn’t just stone, Gavin realized. Bits of color striped the inside of the enchantment, and the wings appeared almost translucent, as if they were made of another element altogether. The energy within it was different, and something about it struck him in a way he wasn’t quite sure about, only that he could feel a bit of curiosity to it. He wanted to take the enchantment to test it, yet he wasn’t positive there would be any way for him to do anything with it.

      “So,” Jayna said, leaning on the counter and making a point of looking from Telluminder to Gavin, “we have quite the meeting of the minds here.”

      “We don’t need him for that,” Telluminder said, nodding to Gavin.

      Gavin grunted. “That’s enough.”

      “Now it’s enough?”

      “Well, I suppose it’s been enough from the moment I met you, but it’s enough now.”

      Telluminder laughed again, and Gavin narrowed his eyes at him. He found himself disliking the man more and more, though he knew that this was all Telluminder’s way of trying to get under his skin. Then again, Gavin had never been around Telluminder when he was visiting with Jayna as well.

      Telluminder had always spoken highly of her, and Gavin had known that he respected her, but maybe it was more than just respect. Maybe Telluminder had a crush on her.

      Gavin could actually understand that, as Jayna was a lovely woman who was also incredibly capable. He had found that a woman’s capability attracted him almost more than anything else these days.

      “Can we just get on with this,” Gavin said to Telluminder. “I wanted to know what more you know about the order.”

      “Now you want to talk about it? I have been suggesting that you visit with me and learn about what the order has been after for quite some time, but you being… well, you… have decided otherwise.”

      Gavin shrugged. “I’m not so sure that it’s anything I’ve decided. I’ve just been looking for other threats and dealing with problems, and I didn’t necessarily have the time.”

      Telluminder snorted, and he slapped the table again. “Didn’t have the time. Well, what do you think now?”

      “I think…” Gavin glanced over to Jayna. “I guess I would’ve expected that you would have shared something with him.”

      “I’ve been preoccupied,” Jayna said.

      “What is this?” Telluminder asked. He sat up on his stool, and though he wasn’t a tall man, somehow he made it seem as if he were nearly at their height. He probably was using some other sort of enchantment, or maybe the stool was somehow motorized to prop him up. “What are the two of you getting into?”

      Gavin turned to Jayna. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?”

      “I suppose I should,” she said. She breathed out heavily, and she turned to Telluminder. “It seems as if we aren’t done with the order. Or at least, an aspect of the order and what they’ve been trying to do.”

      Telluminder shifted, looking up at them. “I have not heard anything.”

      “No? Because we’re dealing with something quite dangerous,” she said. “And so far, we haven’t been able to figure out what to do about it.” She glanced over to Gavin, then turned back to Telluminder. “There have been openings between this world and another. We’ve been able to close them off, but increasingly, more and more pressure has been coming through those openings, and more and more issues. That’s been my experience, anyway.”

      Gavin nodded. “That’s been mine too. I’ve been trying to close as many as I can, but I haven’t been able to find out what they’ve done to open them.”

      “You are talking about other planes of existence,” Telluminder said.

      “Yes, that is what we’re talking about.”

      “And that’s what the order suspected.” Telluminder got up from his chair, and he hobbled away, disappearing behind the door to the back of the shop.

      Once he was gone, Jayna shook her head. “It’s good to see you, Gavin. So you found more of them?”

      Gavin filled her in on some of the details of what he’d been doing, along with his search for more of the openings. Jayna frowned when he detailed what he’d found with the dular. A part of him was concerned about sharing that with her, as she had her own connection to the Society, and it was possible that they might take advantage of that knowledge, but he had to trust that she would do what was needed to keep a dangerous power from being used.

      “I will make sure the Ashara handle that as well,” she said. “I think you’re right. Until we better understand that power, we can’t let it be used.”

      Gavin let out a relieved sigh, thankful that Jayna agreed with him.

      “I’ve allowed the Leier to handle some of the larger vents, but there are other open ones that are smaller.” He watched Jayna as he said it, since he didn’t have any idea if she was able to detect the same things he could, but he had a suspicion that she was at least aware, if nothing else.

      “I’ve noticed the same,” she said. “Yet, what we’ve uncovered has been a bit unusual. Most of them have been small punctures. They’ve been fairly easy to close off. Some are small, little more than imperceptible cracks.” Jayna was quiet for a few moments. “So now we have a new, unknown, and difficult kind of power.”

      “It seems that way,” Gavin said.

      “And what else?”

      Jayna shook her head. “To be honest, I—”

      Telluminder returned from the back of the shop, and as he glanced from one to the other, he started to laugh. “The two of you look as if you are trying to keep a secret from me, but here I’ve been keeping a secret from you.” He slapped the book he’d brought with him onto the table. “This is a theoretical treatise on the possible existence of alternative domains.” He chuckled as he said it. “Well, that’s what the order liked to call it. There are some who don’t believe that there are any alternate domains, merely that there are different places within our realm that we access in a different way.”

      “We both have a little experience getting trapped like that,” Jayna said. “What I want to know is what the order knows of it.”

      “I can tell you that there are some who have studied such things and have theorized on the possibilities and on whether or not there would be any way to use that power to do something more. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure that it will help you in any manner.” He watched Gavin, then turned to Jayna. “The existence is merely theoretical.”

      “It’s more than just theoretical,” Gavin said. “I can speak to that. So who among the order is interested in such things?”

      If they could find that answer, then they might be able to stop what was happening.

      “Well…” Telluminder frowned. “The theoretical difference between these planes, what you have described, and what may exist is challenging to explain, as I don’t fully know. There are many among the order who have wanted to study such things.”

      “Obviously, somebody knows something, because they were able to travel in that way,” Gavin said.

      “They traveled that way because they borrowed from an older technique.” Telluminder took a deep breath. “The order has some knowledge, but not so much as to be capable of what you have described. You’re talking about creating a link between realms. Such a thing is not even possible… At least, I would have said that in the past.”

      “And why not?” Jayna asked.

      “Because it is more potent than what we know possible. The power in this world is not enough to do what you’re describing.”

      Jayna arched a brow. “In this world?”

      “The power we’ve been dealing with, the power you have seen, is little more than a manifestation of something that has been in existence for many years. And you have seen the way it’s reflected here.”

      “Reflected?” she said.

      “In a way, yes. Others do not believe it to be the case, and believe that it comes from this place, but there have been some speculations that it’s reflected power that comes from a different origin. That all power comes from a different origin.”

      Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if what Telluminder was saying might have some merit. He thought about what he had experienced and the dangers he had dealt with, and he thought about the way the bralinath trees from the other realm had granted him power. Wasn’t that something similar?

      But what did that mean?

      “We’re going to need everything you know about this power,” she said.

      “Of course, Ms. Aguelon,” Telluminder said. “Anything for you.”

      Gavin had a sense that he was being somewhat sarcastic, though Jayna’s reaction suggested that she felt otherwise.

      She fixed Telluminder with a pointed look. “You’re going to help both of us,” she said, gesturing to Gavin, “and if you don’t, you know what I will do.”

      “I suppose I do,” Telluminder said, and he didn’t seem at all bothered by the threat. In fact, he seemed more amused than anything.

      He headed to the back of the shop again, going back and forth to set out various items on the counter.

      “He doesn’t know, does he?” Gavin whispered to Jayna.

      She shook her head. “He’s stalling,” she said, voice low. “I don’t know what the issue is. I don’t know what he might be involved in or whether or not there’s anything he can help us with, but I don’t think he knows anything more than the existence of the theories. If there are others in the order that are part of this, then that’s who we need to go to.”

      “I’ve been looking, but I’ve not seen anything from them,” he said. “I keep thinking that they will reveal themselves while we’re finding a way to close things off, but I haven’t found anything.”

      “Do you want help?”

      “I wouldn’t turn it down. Just you?”

      “Oh, I’m sure Eva would come along, but she’s been working with some of the other Ashara.”

      “That’s probably good,” Gavin said. “I keep thinking I need to get back to the El’aras, but I haven’t done so yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a long story. And a bit complicated.”

      “Tied to your own history with them?” Jayna asked.

      “Something along those lines,” he said. “And also tied to dealing with these vents of power.”

      Telluminder returned with a stack of books, and he set it down, then looked at the two of them. “What danger are you going to get into?”

      “Oh, you know,” Jayna said, shrugging. “The usual.”
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      Gavin and Jayna traveled on the dragon.

      It was interesting having her with him rather than somebody like Gaspar, Wrenlow, or even one of the El’aras. He had been traveling quite a bit lately, exploring and trusting others, but now that he was with Jayna, he felt a different sort of security. She was nearly his equal.

      Nearly?

      That thought intruded, and yet it was accurate, as he had no idea if she was truly his equal or not. Given what he had seen of Jayna and the skill she had demonstrated, it was entirely possible that she was at least his equal, if not his better.

      He had to stop thinking he was the most powerful being.

      Imogen had been the first person he’d encountered who had proven the fallacy of that belief. Given what he had seen of Imogen and the kinds of things she was able to do—and how easily she could handle many of the dangerous threats they’d faced—he had come to realize that there were other powerful beings in the world, others who knew how to channel and command power that Gavin was still trying to grasp. Maybe he simply respected Imogen because of her sword skill, which Gavin had learned from. Yet Jayna was equally powerful.

      “How do you propose we go about our search?” Jayna asked.

      “I suppose we start with some of the places I’ve encountered the order before.”

      “That was some sort of splinter group, though, wasn’t it?”

      Gavin nodded. “It was, but that doesn’t mean that the other members of the order weren’t tied to it. They might not even be aware of what the splinter group had been doing, and they might be able to help us figure out more about it.”

      “So you want to do what? Just go and leave a message?” Jayna smirked.

      “I suspect they’re monitoring such places.”

      “Why?”

      “Call it a hunch.”

      Jayna chuckled. “Is that how you do things?”

      “Sometimes,” he said. “More often than I care to admit, actually. Sometimes it’s just easier to go off of a hunch, and to explore and see if I can find any answers. I have others who do the thinking on my behalf.”

      “I now see why Telluminder was giving you a hard time.”

      “Thanks,” Gavin said.

      Jayna laughed again, then shook her head, making her red hair flutter in the wind. “He does the same thing with me, mind you. If it were up to him, I would become a scholar much like him. I don’t have the mind for scholarship, though. Or the desire, to be honest.”

      “But you are a powerful sorcerer,” he said, “and something like that isn’t easy to obtain without quite a bit of study.”

      At least, that was Gavin’s understanding of sorcery and what was involved in it. He didn’t know what all was involved or whether he might be able to find out anything more about it, but he did believe that it was somehow tied together.

      “I sort of had a cheat,” Jayna said.

      Gavin arched a brow, and she just shrugged.

      “There are ways of creating a link between one sorcerer and another,” she explained. “You have to be willing, at least at first, and when you do that, you can detect each other’s presence. Over time, I’ve learned how to modify that linking spell into more of a method of communication. And even more, lately, I’ve been able to use that to—”

      “You’ve been using Char as your resource library?”

      Gavin had immediately grasped what she was trying to say, and he had known that the two of them had a unique connection, but he hadn’t realized the nature of that connection. This wasn’t something he could even conceive of.

      “Not quite in those terms…” She said it slowly, then shook her head. “Well, maybe exactly in those terms. I didn’t intend it to be that way. We were just practicing when we first went off to the Academy to study, and the longer we learned, the more we began to understand that there were certain things the two of us could do, but we also felt a bit like outsiders.” She didn’t explain more, and Gavin didn’t push. “The linking spell was the way we tried to connect to each other. At least, while I was still at the Academy. When I left, I had to learn to mask it from him. It was hard—hard on me, and I think it was hard on him. He probably thought I was dead for a long time.”

      She became quiet as they continued to fly, the dragon seemingly knowing exactly where Gavin wanted to go. Then again, he suspected that the dragon did know where he wanted to go. They were heading straight toward the northern temple that they had visited long before. It had collapsed when they’d been under attack, but he still assumed there would be a way into it. He didn’t know if it was going to be possible for him to dive deeper into the temple ruins, but he figured there had to be some technique he could use to get inside to find whether anything lingered.

      As they approached, the air turned cooler. Jayna began to use a sorcery spell to radiate warmth. Gavin also drew on his core reserves, which helped maintain his body temperature.

      “Anyway,” Jayna finally said. “How is it that you and Wrenlow got together?”

      “An accident,” Gavin said. “We worked together. It was at a time when I was still struggling with how I wanted to serve, and Wrenlow was little more than a resource. But he stayed with me. Now he’s sort of like my little brother.”

      “I feel the same way about Eva. It’s why I would do anything to help her with her memories. She’s getting better. She’s getting stronger. And to be honest, I don’t know what will happen once she regains all her memories, or what that’s going to mean for her, but I do think it’s probably a good thing for her to regain them all.”

      “And make another connection to the Ashara.”

      “Most of the time,” Jayna said. “Sometimes, however, I wonder if it will pull her away…” Her voice trailed off toward the end. “I know that’s a little ridiculous, since she’s my friend, but I can’t help it. I don’t like the possibility that she might decide that she’d prefer to be around the Ashara than me. But I would understand.”

      Gavin didn’t have anything to say to that.

      They landed near the temple ruins, and he jumped off the dragon. He looked around and recognized that there was some kind of energy here, something he thought they might be able to identify. And within that power, and within that energy, something attempted to guide him forward.

      Snow covered everything.

      It moved, almost as if it were alive.

      “Here?” Jayna asked, their previous conversation forgotten.

      Gavin nodded. “It’s been a while, but there’s something—”

      The dragon suddenly dived, plunging beneath the surface of the snow. Given the creature’s warmth as it drew on power that Gavin didn’t fully understand, it quickly melted through the snow, leaving something like a tunnel.

      Gavin approached the entrance and peered down.

      “What do you say?” he asked, looking over to Jayna. “Want to go down into the snowy tunnel?”

      “Do you think it’s safe?”

      “The last time I was here, I didn’t have the same measure of control that I do now. I could probably use one of the Leier patterns to get us out if necessary.”

      “I might also know a few spells that could melt through this, so let’s go.”

      Gavin appreciated her eagerness, and they jumped into the entrance, sliding down the snow tunnel until they reached the mouth of the ruins. The stone had crumbled, though parts of the ruins were still visible—pillars that had fallen, and a doorway that opened up into the remnants of the rest of the temple.

      “What is this?” Jayna asked.

      “As far as I’ve been able to tell, it’s an ancient temple. When I was here last, it trapped power.”

      “And the scholars were here?”

      “I don’t think the temple was theirs,” Gavin said. “I think they just repurposed something else that was already here.”

      “So somebody came before?”

      “Right.”

      “Ever wonder who?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Not particularly.” When Jayna looked at him, he smiled tightly. “Which is probably the reason I wouldn’t be a very good scholar.”

      The last time he’d been here, he had needed to fight his way out. He kept his attention on the walls, surveying everything, and noticed Jayna doing the same thing.

      “It looks incredibly old. I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” she said.

      “It was buried by snow,” Gavin said.

      “I can see why the order would be interested in it. I don’t detect anything, but then again, I’m not really the best at detecting magic. At least, anything that’s not dark magic. And these days there aren’t too many rogue fragments roaming around.”

      “So what do you do with those fragments?”

      “There are old containment vessels that were established. Well, maybe places like this.” She waved her hand around. “I wonder if there might be something here.” She moved closer to the walls, before pausing and turning to him. “What’s your plan here, anyway?”

      “We leave a trail,” he said.

      “So you want the order to find you? Do you really think they would follow?”

      “I think it’s going to be easier if we let them find us rather than trying to find them. I chased them around and looked for others involved in the order for a long time, and never came across anybody. They have to be out here somewhere, so now I want to get them to chase us.”

      “Let’s just say that they are,” she said, “and that they aren’t on the other side.” There was a hint in her tone that suggested that she questioned that more than anything else. “You haven’t had the easiest time dealing with them.”

      “Not the easiest time,” Gavin agreed, “but I was able to counter them.”

      It was more than just countering them, though. He had stopped, and destroyed, every member of the order that had come before him.

      Those who had come had plans, Gavin knew. They had anticipated gaining power through their knowledge and had not thought that he’d be able to stop them. What if those who remained were much more cautious?

      Only, what he and the others had encountered did not strike him as cautious at all.

      “I’m just trying to let them know I was here,” he finally said.

      “I can add something to it,” Jayna said. “I’m not sure it’ll make much of a difference, but then again, they aren’t after me.”

      She worked her sorcery while Gavin used the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern, allowing some of those layers to grow from him, becoming a translucent beam of light all around him. He fortified everything he could until there was a break.

      When he looked at Jayna, she shrugged. “Now what?” she asked.

      He glanced around and realized she had created a fiery ring around his tree.

      “What’s that?” he said.

      “It’s just a signal. It won’t last, but if nothing else, I’m hopeful that it will help trigger something.”

      “Trigger something for what?”

      “Mostly for us. It will let us know if they’re here, or if someone else is. And, selfishly, it will let me know if this place activates in response to dark fragments. Not that I’m expecting more of them, but if there are any, it’s sort of my responsibility to remove them. Well, that’s what I’ve started telling myself at least.” She shook her head, then breathed out heavily. “Maybe it’s not actually my responsibility.”

      “Somebody needs to do it.”

      “That’s what I tell myself. There are certain things that only I can do.” She looked at Gavin, almost as if waiting for him to challenge her on that, but he didn’t. How could he, when he felt much the same way about his own issues? “Anyway,” she said, “we should get moving.”

      They approached the dragon, which had curled up into a ball on the floor, looking as though it wanted to stay cool.

      “My brother used to tell stories about dragons,” she said. “That was sort of his nickname, after all. He loved some of the mythology. He used to say dragons were found all throughout the mountains, but something happened, and they were lost.”

      “It may be true,” Gavin said.

      Jayna arched a brow at him.

      “The enchanters I work with tell me that the best and most effective golem enchantments are connected to real creatures,” he explained. “Like the wolves that I use. Even some of the stone creatures. And, I suppose, the dragon.”

      “That’s actually fascinating, and something I didn’t know before.”

      The dragon looked over to her, eyes shining with a mysterious energy.

      Gavin snorted. “It’s pleased you find it fascinating.”

      “You can tell that?” Jayna asked.

      “Just look at the way it’s watching you.” He laughed, though it was mostly to himself. “It’s waiting for you to compliment it again.”

      Gavin held his hand out to the dragon. “All right. You did well. We got into the ruins, and now it’s time for us to get back out. I’m presuming you can do that, unless you want me to blast outward with my lightning and break free?”

      The dragon stood and shook its wings, and icicles swung from its back. Then the dragon leaned down, giving Gavin and Jayna the opportunity to crawl onto its back, and they shot out of the opening.

      They circled the area for a little while, searching. Gavin thought about other places the order had visited, places he had been, and wondered if they would be able to track them down in any effective way. So far, there had been nothing. He could still feel some of the vented power coming from down below, and he had to resist the temptation to dive down and close them off. Others could deal with that, and did not require his intervention.

      Gavin finally tore his attention away.

      “I know what you’re feeling,” Jayna said. “There’s a piece of advice that Eva told me when I was dealing with dark fragments.”

      “What was that?”

      “You can’t do everything.”

      “I’ve been told that too,” he said softly.

      “I know how hard it is. Especially since I think I told you that I know that there are certain things I can do and others can’t.”

      “What did you do?”

      Jayna snickered. “Well, unfortunately, I still try to do everything.”

      “Yeah,” Gavin said. “Me too.”
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      This whole process was getting more and more frustrating. Gavin felt as if he should have found answers by now, but everything kept leading him to roadblocks. Imogen had her Leier off searching for answers, the same way that Gavin and Gaspar would, but they kept running into more vents, and still had not been able to find the source of them.

      They had found a few more dular who were collecting substrates, but Jayna had gone to deal with much of that. The Ashara had helped destroy as much of the remaining creatures as possible, which Gavin appreciated.

      And now he was with Gaspar again.

      Gavin had been convinced that there had to be others of the order involved, and had felt like he would need to stop them rather than continuing to close off the vents that had formed. Each time he found one, closed it off, and defeated the creatures there, he found himself growing increasingly annoyed by everything they were doing. It wasn’t even difficult to stop most of this. That was the most frustrating thing for him, as he would’ve expected that it would be much more difficult than it had been so far.

      He scanned the field of destroyed creatures. Most of them were odd-looking monstrosities that were unlike anything they had ever dealt with before. Many were tall treelike figures with strange, spindly arms and gangly roots for legs that allowed them to walk. Gavin had a little more difficulty with them than he did with the stone creatures, which usually had the same dark energy he had handled when facing dark creatures in the past.

      “Does it seem like this is both too easy and too difficult?” he asked Gaspar, who was wiping off his blades.

      Gaspar’s arm was a mess of different enchantments, and given how many he was wearing and how he’d needed to use them, Gavin was a little concerned that most of the enchantments had already been spent. Not that Gaspar would tell him that. He also wore several necklaces and a few rings, and Gavin was convinced that Gaspar was wearing more in places he didn’t know about.

      Gaspar scoffed. “Now you’re complaining about fights being too easy. I don’t know about you, but I’m happy when a fight goes well. Any fight we walk away from is a good one.”

      “We’ve been able to easily walk away from all of these.” Not like the dular, he didn’t add. “And really, once we close off the vents, nothing has really posed much of a danger to us. Doesn’t that strike you as more than a little odd?”

      Gaspar grunted as he crouched down next to one of the treelike creatures. They were willowy thin, and looked grayer in death than they were in life. Still, even once it had been destroyed, there was an energy that seemed to radiate from the creature.

      “Something is pushing them through,” Gaspar said, “and given what we’ve run into before, I can only imagine that if we were to cross over, we would find that they were also present there.”

      Gavin thought that might be part of what was troubling him. “But when we’ve gone over to the other realm and dealt with some of these creatures, they aren’t even like this. We can cut them off from power here, and when we do, it’s much easier to handle them.”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t think these creatures are being sent to attack us.”

      “Well, once you find the order…” Gaspar gave Gavin a pointed look as he waited for a response, since Gavin had been the one to claim that he was going to find answers about the order. But he’d struck out. So far. “Anyway, maybe we can ask them. You can see what the plan is behind sending these weak monsters across that are oh so easy for you to overpower, great Chain Breaker.”

      “You know what I mean,” Gavin muttered.

      Gaspar straightened, then nudged the creature with his boot. “I know what you mean. Truth be told, I don’t really have a good answer for you. You aren’t wrong. And given what we’ve figured out about the order and how they plan, I have to believe that they would’ve anticipated this outcome if they were sending these to harm us.”

      Gavin nodded. The order would know that he and the others had a way of using different types of power, and probably that they would eventually figure out how to close the openings that allowed the creatures to crawl through. Or were forced through. Whichever it was. It also didn’t seem as if the order cared much about the creatures, which meant they were somehow disposable.

      “So if destruction isn’t really the goal, then it’s all about pushing this power through,” Gaspar suggested.

      From what Gavin had seen of the dular and their collecting, maybe that was the purpose.

      What if the order wasn’t even behind all of this?

      But they had to be. Though dular were collecting the power, this would be beyond their capabilities.

      “Maybe,” Gavin said.

      They had closed off the connection the moment they had come to this place. This opening had been larger than some, but not as large as the chasms they had seen initially. It had taken a little force on Gavin’s part, but it hadn’t required him to truly exert himself.

      “Anyway,” he said, “I keep feeling like we just have to get to the order.”

      “You can go patrolling around with her again.”

      “You sound jealous,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar huffed. “Not jealous. Happy for you, in fact. I’d rather you be romping around with that one than the other.”

      “I never really understood your issues with Anna.”

      “It wasn’t that I had issues with her people.”

      “So it wasn’t that she was El’aras?” Gavin asked.

      He would not have accused Gaspar of anything like that because he knew Gaspar was relatively open-minded, but once he did make a judgment or decision about someone, he stuck with it. And it had seemed to Gavin that Gaspar had been irritable with Anna from the very start. He didn’t know why, and to a certain extent, he wasn’t sure he cared about the reason. Mostly, it hadn’t mattered.

      But then Anna had taken Gavin away from Yoran because she’d wanted him to learn about his El’aras heritage. Maybe that was what bothered Gaspar.

      “She wanted to change you,” Gaspar said, voice low. He stared into the distance, his brow furrowed. He had several different enhancements for his eyesight, so Gavin looked in that direction and used his core reserves to augment his eyesight, but he didn’t see anything. “And I’m not saying the change is wrong. Gods, boy, you’ve changed quite a bit in the time I’ve known you, and I would never say that you should remain static. No one should. But she wanted to change you in the way that she wanted you to be changed, if that makes sense.”

      “I suppose,” Gavin said.

      “You never fit what she thought an El’aras should be.” Gaspar finally turned to Gavin. “I never got the sense you wanted to be that.”

      “I never embraced the El’aras side of me, no.”

      “But she would’ve had you be something else. She would’ve had you go off with her, head into the forest, celebrate the trees…”

      “I sort of did,” Gavin said.

      “Only you didn’t. You went off to the forest, you recognized that the trees had a purpose, and you connected to them and used that power, but you didn’t go in blindly.” Gaspar offered a hint of a shrug. “I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’m just—”

      “I appreciate your concern.”

      Gaspar glowered at him, then looked away.

      Even though he wasn’t saying it, Gavin understood what Gaspar left unsaid. He wanted Gavin to figure out things on his own.

      There was a time when such sentiment from Gaspar would’ve been strange for Gavin. When they had first met—with Gavin little more than an assassin for hire and Gaspar a thief, or seemingly little more than a thief—there had been a tension between them. Time and jobs pulled together had drawn them into a friendship that Gavin had never anticipated. At the time, he had only been close with Wrenlow, who Gavin had brought along from the beginning and considered one of the closest friends he’d ever made. But his friendship with Gaspar was something else. He valued it, and maybe this was Gaspar’s way of telling Gavin that he also valued his friendship.

      “Anyway,” Gaspar said, clearing his throat, “she’s gone, and we don’t have to worry about her.”

      “Oh, I think we still have to,” Gavin said. “But you’re not wrong. She’s gone.”

      “And if you’re going to be with someone, you should be with someone more like you. Someone who has your mindset.”

      “And you think…”

      “What?” Gaspar said.

      Gavin laughed and shook his head. “For one, I don’t really think Jayna sees me like that.”

      “She’s a lovely woman.”

      “Undoubtedly. And deadly dangerous.”

      “Something I think you appreciate,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin shrugged. “I do.”

      “Then go after her, boy. Don’t keep spinning your wheels chasing after an El’aras who’s going to try to mold you into someone more like her. Go after a woman like that sorcerer, who’s going to let you be whoever and whatever it is that you’re supposed to be.”

      Gavin started to smile. “You know, Gaspar, sometimes you can be a real softy.”

      Gaspar’s glower returned.

      “Hey, Gavin?”

      Wrenlow’s voice came through the enchantment, cutting off the conversation. Gaspar’s expression turned serious.

      “I’m here. With Gaspar. He was telling me how much he loves me.”

      “Was he really?” Wrenlow asked.

      “Tell us what you need to tell us, kid,” Gaspar said.

      “See?” Gavin said. “I think he’s trying to tell you that he loves you too. He was giving me dating advice. Well, relationship advice? Although I don’t know if it’s all that applicable. The way people courted each other when he was young is quite different than in my day.”

      “I’m not that much older—”

      “Quiet,” Gavin said. “Don’t you know that Wrenlow needs to talk with us?” He laughed again.

      “I found something,” Wrenlow said.

      “What did you find?”

      “We came across another book in the library. At least, I think it was there. I don’t think there’ve been any other incursions into the library, so we don’t have to worry about the order somehow breaking in and using that space.”

      “Another book?” Gavin asked. The idea that books would suddenly be appearing did worry him a little.

      “This one is not like the other. For one, the binding seems to be made from stone. The pages are almost leather, or…”

      “Or what?”

      “I don’t really know.” Wrenlow’s voice became softer. “Char seems to think they might be pieces of human flesh.” Gavin envisioned Wrenlow shivering as he said it. “And worse, he thinks the words might be written in blood. They’re old. Older than anything we’ve found in the library before. Both of them are. I can’t piece together the writing, but…”

      “Keep working on it,” Gavin said.

      “I was hoping it would help you find a way to travel.”

      Gavin thought he understood what Wrenlow was saying. It wasn’t so much that Wrenlow wanted him to be able to travel as it was that he wanted to be able to travel with Gavin. He could go by dragon or one of the other enchantments, but Wrenlow didn’t like leaving the city for long. Not only because of Olivia, but also because he didn’t like leaving the safety of Yoran’s protections.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Gavin said.

      “I know. Besides, you already know how to travel from one realm to another. I’m just hoping that you can figure out how to travel from one place to another. That way I can get around a little easier.”

      “He’s not your personal enchantment,” Gaspar said.

      “See?” Gavin said. “I told you that he loves me. He must love me more than he loves you.”

      Gaspar waved a hand and started walking away.

      “I don’t like it that these books are suddenly appearing,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t either,” Wrenlow said. “Maybe they’ve always been there, but it’s almost like they’ve just come into existence. Part of the library seems different, but I can’t quite place my finger on it. Char tells me that it’s not and I’m overreacting, but I know what I feel. And I know what I’ve seen.”

      Gavin knew better than to discount what Wrenlow had felt and uncovered. He trusted Char, as much as he could trust a sorcerer in the Society. They didn’t know each other all that well, but he truly trusted Wrenlow. He was the smartest person Gavin had ever known.

      “Think it’s tied to the other side?” Gavin asked. “Maybe some of these events are opening power that’s allowing the books to suddenly appear.”

      “Why would it work that way?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, some of the enchantments that get too close to these vents have been acting a little funny, so who knows.”

      That was a problem. He hadn’t expected Wrenlow to know about that.

      Or any of the enchanters.

      Gavin could feel some strange pressure, and for a moment, he thought that another vent was opening, though he didn’t generally feel them like that. Mostly, he could feel them only when traveling by air, and rarely by ground.

      “I’m going to have to go investigate a bit more, Wrenlow. Can you keep looking in the library? See if Char might be able to make and place any enchantments that will tell you if things are changing. Or better yet, if they’re simply appearing. If he doesn’t have any ideas, maybe you should talk to Imogen.”

      “Why Imogen?”

      “Her shamans. They have some powerful magic.”

      “Even though they haven’t trained at the Society,” Wrenlow said.

      “Just because they didn’t train at the Society doesn’t mean they aren’t capable, and doesn’t mean their magic isn’t potent. In fact, I would argue that those who didn’t train at the Society might be more capable. They had to find their way and figure out different tricks and techniques. And they might give a different perspective than Char has.”

      Wrenlow was silent for a moment. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “I’m glad I can come up with one every now and again,” Gavin said.

      Wrenlow snorted and then chuckled. “Anyway. Thanks for talking through this with me, Gavin.”

      “Always happy to listen.”

      Wrenlow went silent. Gavin walked over to where Gaspar was crouched down next to one of the fallen creatures. They seemed smaller now than they had initially, even when they had fought them. Gavin suspected some of that came from how the power had faded, dwindling the longer they had battled with them, and how they had cut those creatures off from the connection to the other side, though he didn’t know if that was true entirely.

      “Think I could be right about those books?” Gavin asked.

      Gaspar shrugged. “Don’t know. Possibly. Doesn’t sound like the kind of thing the order would do. At least, not what we’ve seen. They don’t generally provide information.”

      “Unless they can’t interpret it.”

      Gaspar stood, wiping his hands on his jacket. He’d changed several of his enchantments and now had one on his wrist that glowed with a pale yellow energy. It hadn’t been doing that before. What was Gaspar worried about?

      “If they did, you have to wonder what purpose they would have with it. Same thing we’re dealing with when it comes to these creatures,” Gaspar said. “Why would they send them through if they’re going to actually cause trouble? Why would they send books through if you can’t analyze them?”

      “That’s just it. They might think we can analyze them,” Gavin said.

      “And if you can, or if you can’t, it’s still probably the wrong question. Everything we’ve seen of the order suggests that they collect and hoard knowledge. They don’t leave it for you, especially if there’s something in what you might be able to learn that would be useful against them.”

      Gaspar wasn’t wrong.

      “So then it might just be tied to all this,” Gavin said.

      “Don’t know. Aren’t you the one who said the library space is connected to that other realm?”

      “Actually, I said the library space was connected to a different realm, not necessarily that one.”

      “And what did that strange old man tell you?”

      It took Gavin a moment to realize what Gaspar was getting at. “You mean Telluminder?”

      Gaspar nodded.

      “I guess he was talking about dimensionality, and about the power coming through it, but…”

      Maybe there were different places that could be traveled to. More than just one. But if that was the case, how could he get to them? He assumed that going to the library was the same as going to another place, simply because he had to fold to both of them, but what if that wasn’t true? How many other such places were there?

      He also had issues with the other kind of power he’d dealt with. He and Gaspar had been folded to a prison realm that was somewhat self-contained. It wasn’t in that other realm, and it wasn’t in the library. It had been somewhere else altogether.

      Maybe there were other places, other dimensions, other realms.

      “So,” Gavin said, “I suppose the answer is that we need to find out more about the order, figure out how to travel the way Wrenlow wants me to, and maybe dig more into the library.”

      “Doesn’t sound like all that much,” Gaspar said.

      “No, maybe not, but dealing with these openings continues to delay us.”

      “Assuming that’s their purpose.”

      “At this point, all I can do is assume,” Gavin said.

      “You know what they say when you assume something.”

      Gavin snickered. He’d heard Gaspar’s joke about that before. “I know. I know.”

      “I don’t want to be an ass,” Gaspar said.

      “I don’t know how you can’t be.” Gavin glanced up at the dragon circling overhead. “Let’s get moving. We have more searching to do.”

      “Sure you want to do it with me? I can give you some free time. I know there’s a lovely redhead from Nelar who might be willing to go with you.”

      “Let’s just get going,” Gavin muttered.

      Gaspar laughed as the dragon slowly descended toward them.
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      The next few days passed quietly. Though Gavin had searched with Jayna again—much to Gaspar’s amusement—they had gotten no response from the order. Gavin hadn’t actually expected the order to respond to him, especially given that he remained convinced that they was responsible for placing these openings, but if they knew he was searching for them, he’d hoped that the formation of some of these openings would slow.

      That had not been what he’d found, however.

      He kept sealing off as many as he could, but more continued to crop up. More power continued to come through. More creatures continued to invade their realm. Gavin dealt with what he could, but knew there were limits to what he could do.

      Eventually, he forced himself to ignore the openings and the creatures, focusing instead on searching for the order.

      He kept hearing from the others, including Imogen, that they had been handling the dangers and closing many of the vents. Imogen had quite a few Leier and an entire fleet of renral, and between the two, they’d been able to spread out and canvass much more of the landscape than Gavin would’ve been capable of on his own. Imogen was far more organized than Gavin, so she would be able to take care of everything that came up.

      Despite that, Jayna seemed to enjoy fighting. Anytime they encountered creatures, Gavin had jumped off the dragon and attempted to attack on his own, but Jayna had been right there with him. She hadn’t needed the sacred patterns to jump from the dragon’s back and land safely. The first time she had followed him while they were still in the air, he’d been concerned that she was making a mistake, but she had floated to the ground using a spell to land.

      And then she had started throwing fire, including using some sort of blazing blade that seemed to shoot up from her ring. She carved through the creatures just as easily as Gavin carved through them, and she didn’t have any real technique to it.

      She was just brutal.

      Gavin didn’t fear for her safety, though he doubted that she would care if he did. She didn’t need his protection. He guessed he had never seen the extent of her power, but he was beginning to recognize just how formidable an opponent she would make.

      He breathed out as he looked around Yoran, as it had been a few days since he’d spent much time here. He could tell that even more preparations were being instituted because of what he and the others were doing.

      Maybe it was time that he find more people who could help. Gavin hadn’t managed to find the El’aras following Anna’s request, but it had become overdue. He had gone looking but had not found them on his own.

      Perhaps there was another way he could search for them.

      He tapped on the dragon. They took to the air, and the dragon immediately started toward Nelar before Gavin leaned forward and said, “Not today. We need to find the El’aras.”

      The dragon bucked under him, and surprisingly, Gavin felt a distinct sense of irritation from the creature. Maybe it was just his imagination, but it was as though the dragon did not care for the idea that they were going to look for the El’aras.

      He chuckled and tried to calm the dragon by stroking its side. “Don’t be like that. We’re just going to have a conversation.”

      The dragon jerked, and Gavin nearly tumbled off, which at least wouldn’t be fatal any longer thanks to his ability to use the Leier patterns.

      “You know where they are.”

      A strange sense flowed through him, almost as if the dragon were trying to tell him that it knew what he was asking. That was odd, but odder still was the resistance coming from the dragon.

      “Come on,” he said, tapping the creature on the side. “Just take me to them. We’re only going to talk, and then we can get back. We can go see Jayna again.”

      That seemed to placate the dragon. They streaked off to the east, then headed south.

      Gavin was surprised by that direction. He had not had any real idea about where the El’aras would’ve gone. He would’ve thought that they were deeper in the forest, but any time he had gone looking for them, he hadn’t found them. Anna had been practically silent, other than the note.

      They passed quickly over a series of rocky mountains, then an arid desert, before beginning to descend toward another, and much different, forest. The trees were dry and spindly, at least on the outskirts. The farther they traveled, the greener the trees became, and the foliage grew denser, to the point that Gavin could not even see beneath the canopy. He had never ventured this far before. It was, however, the kind of place that he would expect the El’aras to be.

      He patted the dragon’s side. “Keep an eye on me.”

      As soon as he said it, he detected a little bit of irritation from the dragon, which again surprised him.

      Gavin used the Lightning Strikes technique and jumped off the dragon, then switched to Petals on the Wind and landed in the forest. He changed to the tree pattern to search for the El’aras.

      He detected something of the El’aras, and he moved slowly and steadily in the forest, following a sense of magic that was familiar to him. Not only that, but Gavin detected something else, almost as if there was a barricade against him.

      Using his core reserves—and his connection to the bralinath trees, which was now distant—he began to push forward. There was still an attempt to hold him, but it was not as potent as it had been before.

      When he passed through the initial layer of the barricade, he felt a slight stir of power. Gavin paused, and he probed downward using Tree Stands in the Forest. He felt the seeker trees moving, and he connected to the trees using the sacred pattern.

      Strangely, they stopped moving.

      Had they not, he had the distinct sense that they would’ve kept coming at him. He had faced violent seeker trees before. Would these force him to fight him now? He did not detect any bralinath trees, however, which was very unexpected.

      Maybe the El’aras had gone away from the bralinath trees. But why? That would go against all that he knew of the bralinath trees and their connection to the El’aras.

      He kept moving, and the trees began to thin, revealing a city in the midst of the forest.

      It was new. Gavin could somehow feel that it was new. He recognized how the stone itself had recently been drawn out of the earth, the El’aras stonemasons having shaped it into the form it took. There was power in the stone, power and energy that had drawn it out, and power in everything he felt around him. There was an energy that reminded him somewhat of what he felt within Yoran.

      He slowed, but that didn’t matter.

      A pair of El’aras soldiers that Gavin didn’t recognize turned toward him. Both men were dressed in a dark green that was meant to blend into the forest, and with the shimmering nature of the power they were pulling on, they should have been hidden, but Gavin was immune to the effect.

      They reached for their blades with a speed that reminded him of when he had first encountered Anna and fought Thomas, her guardian at the time. Gavin had struggled then, but now he was something else—much more than just the Chain Breaker he had been then.

      He held out one hand, and rather than channeling magic or anything else, he simply drew on the bralinath trees and caused that power to creep out of the ground and hold the two soldiers in place.

      And then he moved them.

      That was a technique he had been working on with Imogen, but he’d never needed to use it against anyone in this world. Gavin wasn’t exactly sure how it would work against El’aras, especially since he was using bralinath power. He’d known there was the possibility that it wouldn’t work and that their natural bralinath connection would protect them, but it seemed to be effective.

      “My fight is not with you,” he said.

      The men strained, but Gavin slipped past them and hurried into the city.

      It was far more expansive than he would’ve expected. And hidden, at that. The buildings were all recent constructions and made of the same stone summoned from the ground. The level of decoration was not considerable, but he had the distinct sense that it was a work in progress and that, over time, the buildings would evolve into something much more. Trees grew in between the structures, stretching high overhead, shielding the buildings from any intruders attempting to look down from above.

      Had the dragon not guided him here, he wondered if he would have even known how to find this place. The city was well secured, secluded, and deep beneath the canopy of the forest, so he may not have ever been aware of its existence.

      He started heading toward the heart of the city when a familiar figure came toward him.

      “There you are,” Brandon called out with a bit of a smile. It was an artificial one, though, and seemed as if it were plastered on his face, and not one he’d normally shown Gavin. “The great Chain Breaker.”

      Gavin tipped his head slightly. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And here she thought that you would never come rejoin us,” he said, sounding as if he were distraught by that idea. “I knew that you would eventually come to your senses and want to be a part of your people.”

      “I’m not here to be a part of the people,” Gavin said.

      “I know,” Brandon said.

      Gavin realized he was detecting energy within the stone. He knew that Brandon had a connection to the stone, as he had not been born a part of Anna’s family. His family had been lost at one point long ago, and he had essentially been adopted by Anna’s people. They had given him a place and a purpose, but he had always had issues with being in the forest. His people were of the mountains, of the stone, and his people had preferred to spend their time out in the open.

      “It’s not necessary to attack me,” Gavin said. “I’m only answering a summons.”

      “What makes you think I’m attacking you, Chain Breaker?” Brandon grinned. “Or maybe you’ll be the Stone Breaker?”

      “If I need to be.”

      “You probably could,” Brandon said. As soon as he did, the stone began to settle.

      “You’ve grown more competent with your control,” Gavin said.

      Brandon arched a brow at the comment. “Competent? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “I don’t know. I figure ‘skilled’ or ‘powerful’ or any of those other descriptors are still dependent on what I see.”

      Brandon laughed, and the laughter sounded genuine this time. “Oh, it’s good to see you again, Chain Breaker. Here I’ve been worried about you.”

      “Have you?”

      “Oh, I have. The others don’t think you’re in any sort of danger, or that you’ll cause any problems, but I have missed the chaos. I know that’s ridiculous to say, especially given everything we’ve been through, but I have missed it.”

      Gavin nodded. “I’ve missed talking with you as well.”

      “And the Shard?” Brandon asked.

      “We have our own issues.”

      “From what I understand, those issues involve you and your use of the trees. Do you know what it takes for one of the El’aras to abandon the elders?”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can imagine,” Brandon said. “But she abandoned them, Gavin. She did it because she thought you had too much control over that power, and she was concerned about what you might do with it and how you might use it against us.” He shook his head. “And yet, I can’t even imagine a scenario where you would use the trees against us.”

      “I have no interest in using the trees against you,” Gavin said.

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Once again, Gavin was left with a feeling of uncertainty about what Brandon’s intentions were. And as soon as he recognized that feeling, he knew what was going on here. Brandon was delaying him, which he’d done in the past.

      “I’m not here to fight,” Gavin said, voice raised as he looked around.

      He was not alone. Other El’aras started to encircle him. There had to be a dozen, perhaps more. Most of them were hidden between the buildings, not dressed in the same greens as the soldiers along the border but in clothing that blended in with the stone.

      “You can understand her caution,” Brandon said.

      “I understand it, but I disagree with it. I have never attacked her.”

      Brandon crossed his arms. “Never?”

      “Fine,” Gavin said. “I have rarely attacked her.”

      Brandon chuckled. “I know. It’s probably not necessary for us to be this concerned, but when it comes to the Chain Breaker, we all understand the kinds of things you’re able to do and the power you can wield. Too many people are worried about what you might do here now that you’ve come to this place.”

      “He has come because I requested it,” a familiar voice said.

      Anna strode toward him. She always favored green, but now she was dressed in a deep brown, mixed with some white. A ring of silver adorned her neck, and her golden hair hung past her shoulders, giving her an incredibly regal appearance.

      This was the Shard. This was the El’aras leader. This was somebody he had cared about. Still cared about.

      “What did you want?” Gavin asked.

      “I wanted to talk. Is that too much?”

      “You know what’s going on around us?”

      She frowned. “What? How could I not?”

      “You’ve been able to detect it?”

      “I have done more than just detect it,” Anna said. “I am using it.”
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      Gavin felt everything inside him go cold.

      He had been feeling the power here, but he hadn’t been sure of the source of it. He had thought that what he was feeling was tied to the El’aras and the kind of magic they had, but what he was now feeling was different than he anticipated. Gavin had been focusing on trying to pick up on aspects of the bralinath connection, along with the El’aras magic, but had not felt anything other than an uneasy sensation.

      Only now did he realize why he had felt uneasy. It was because this was the same power he had been sealing away. Could she really be using it?

      “Anna?” he said.

      She looked around, and then she snapped her fingers. The sound was like the crack of a whip, and there was a burst of energy, followed by a bit of something else. The others moved away.

      Gavin glanced at the other El’aras, then back to Anna. “What was that about?”

      “I’m giving us an opportunity to talk.” She smiled. “Did you not want that?”

      He tensed. Everything within him was on guard, prepared for what increasingly felt like an inevitable danger that would come from her, though Gavin wasn’t sure what to make of that inevitability, nor was he sure what to make of what Anna was doing with that power.

      “Do you have any idea what’s happening around Yoran and the lands you used to call your home?” he asked.

      He had almost said they were still her home, but he knew that this place was her home now. He could feel that, though he wasn’t sure how or why. He only knew that it felt like Anna.

      “You are what’s happening around here,” Anna said.

      Gavin shook his head. “It’s not because of me.”

      “When you transferred the power of the elders and began to bind it in the other realm, I knew that we had to do something different. I’m sorry, Gavin, but the power of the elders is the power of my people.”

      It wasn’t lost on Gavin that she said her people.

      There had been a time when she had tried to claim that they were his people. Too much had happened. He had changed. But this time, he didn’t think he was the reason something had changed.

      He turned, looking around him, and he could feel the energy here—energy that was beginning to build inside him. “You did this?”

      “When you drew upon the power there, and when you began to summon power from the other realm, you demonstrated what was necessary. You demonstrated what we needed to do. What you did was dangerous.”

      “It was never my intention to do anything dangerous.”

      “I know it was not your intention,” Anna said.

      The warmth he had known from her before, the warmth he had always felt from her, had faded.

      Gavin watched her with uncertainty and confusion. “What did I do, then?”

      “You drew away the power of our people.”

      “Before, you said they were your people, not mine.”

      Anna breathed out. “They are your people as well. That’s what’s been so frustrating. You are the Champion.”

      “And you understand what the Champion was meant to be?” he said. “It was merely a way for the Sul’toral to exert control. They wanted the El’aras destroyed.”

      “I know,” she said, frustration in her voice. “Once you shifted that power, something changed.”

      “What?” Gavin asked.

      “I am not entirely sure. It’s just that something about us began to change.”

      “Something about you?”

      “The connection we have,” she went on. “I know you probably haven’t had the same experience because you are the Champion and the Chain Breaker, but something has changed for us. It’s significant. We have diminished. Even when we fought sorcerers, we were not diminished. Even when we faced the Sul’toral, we did not fade. It was only until you came into our world, and mine, that we started to lose ourselves.”

      Gavin wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

      “You’re drawing on power that is venting from the other world,” he said. “There’s a danger in that. I know you don’t understand it, but we’ve encountered other places, other similar dangers, and how that power has been bubbling up. I thought it was tied to the order and some plan of theirs to try to attack.” He wondered if perhaps it still was, with Anna somehow connecting to it.

      “The order does not understand it. It’s beyond even them,” she said. “But I do. It speaks to me. The power needs to be controlled, and I understand how to do so.”

      Gavin wanted to argue with her. He felt like he needed to. But how could he get through to her?

      “The power doesn’t need to be controlled,” he said. “Something is changing with it, and it’s becoming too potent.”

      She stared at him. “Are you afraid of what will happen?”

      “Very much so. Afraid of how that power is working, and I’m afraid of some of the creatures that have begun to escape. You won’t have seen them because you’re here.”

      Hesitation flickered at the edge of her vision, and Gavin realized that the soldiers and the defenses he’d seen when he’d first come here began to make sense in a different way. From the beginning, he should have recognized that there was no reason for the El’aras to have such heavy protections around their city. They were so far removed from all the known lands that he wouldn’t have expected them to be in any real danger here. Certainly no danger that would require sentries.

      That there had been sentries suggested a different threat.

      “You have seen them, haven’t you?” he said.

      She regarded him with the same distrust that she had when he had first met her.

      “What have you seen out here?” he asked. “I can tell you what we’ve fought. I guess part of me thought that was the reason you reached out to me.”

      And if it wasn’t that, then why had she wanted him to find her?

      “We have only found what you released. It’s because of you, Chain Breaker”—she said his name with more derision than he was accustomed to from her—“that there is any danger here.”

      “I’m only dealing with what’s happening,” he said. “You know that I would do nothing to harm my people.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      Let her wonder what he meant by “his people.” At this point, Gavin was growing irritated with her. If she wasn’t going to help, then why call him out here?

      Gavin looked around him, sweeping his gaze slowly around the buildings scattered in the El’aras city, feeling a mysterious trembling energy that was difficult for him to identify. An aspect of it reminded him of the bralinath trees and the power he could draw on, but it wasn’t entirely the same. He didn’t know why there was some part of what he picked up on that struck him as unusual, but he felt a rising level of concern about it.

      It had been a long time since he’d been concerned around the El’aras.

      And now he felt the same worry he’d once had when he had encountered them. Maybe it was just the strangeness of this city, or maybe it was because he knew that Anna was upset with him. Whatever the case, he had made a mistake coming on his own.

      “I think it’s time that I go,” Gavin said. “But I want you to know that whatever you’re drawing upon is dangerous. You may not believe it, and you may not understand it, but it’s dangerous.”

      “It is dangerous because you cannot control it,” Anna said.

      “It’s dangerous because it cannot be controlled at all.”

      He had to convince her, but he wasn’t sure how. The only thing he was aware of was the odd energy radiating from her. She used it in a way that him sealing it away had not done, despite all his intention to do so. A tension lingered, as if it would crack at any moment and perhaps create a separation, or perhaps a burst of power that would rip through this world.

      All this time, he had feared the order and what they intended to do with this power. He had never considered the possibility that it might be someone he knew—and someone he had cared about.

      But from what he felt now, it had to be her.

      He watched Anna. “Is that all you wanted?”

      “Not all,” she said.

      “What else?”

      “You served as the Champion, and you connected to the bralinath trees.”

      “I did,” he said, wondering where she was going with this. “There are no bralinath trees here, I noticed. Only seeker trees. I had to command them not to attack.”

      She frowned again. “What do you mean that you commanded them?”

      “Do you think you’re the only one able to speak to the seeker trees? I can talk to them, and I can ask them to leave me alone, and to leave who I want to get to alone.”

      Her hesitation seemed to break.

      “Which makes you dangerous, Gavin,” Anna said. “I’ve long been warned that you are dangerous, and I have always made excuses. I’ve always explained to my people that you were the Champion, and that the understanding of the Champion—everything that you are, and can be—means that we must work with you. But now I’m starting to wonder if perhaps they have been right all along. I wonder if my belief in you was misplaced.”

      “I have never wanted to harm the El’aras,” Gavin said.

      “You should’ve wanted to help the El’aras,” she said. “You are the Champion. It should’ve meant that you wanted to try to serve your people in a way that would allow them to thrive. Instead, everything you have done, and every way you’ve acted, has diminished our people.”

      “Not diminished. I have helped protect others. I—”

      “You have protected others at the expense of our people. My people, I suppose.” She looked at Gavin, locking eyes with him. “And now…”

      “Now what?” he asked.

      “Now I think it is time we change that.” She continued to hold his gaze. “I do not think that you should maintain the connection to the bralinath trees any longer.”

      “You don’t think that?”

      “No. And the others do not either.”

      “Which others? Yours, or other El’aras?” Gavin asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      He hadn’t seen any sign of the other El’aras ever since the order’s attack, though he knew they were still out there.

      “All right,” Gavin said. “Then what do you think I should do? It’s not as if I can suddenly sever that connection. It’s a part of me. And, to be honest, it was gifted to me by the El’aras themselves—the elders and the bralinath trees. I know you may disagree with it, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s what they wanted, and I’m the one they wanted to serve in this capacity.”

      Anna held up her hand, keeping him from saying anything else. Gavin began to feel power building from her. The sense of it was different from what he had felt before. It was not only that, but also an intensity that came from her that he hadn’t detected until now.

      Pressure built around him as if trying to compress him.

      No. Not compress. To contain. To hold.

      It was nothing more than another way of trapping him.

      Anna would do this to him?

      Gavin immediately began to summon the connection to the bralinath trees, and realized that was a mistake. If he were to do that, it would release some of that power. That was what she wanted. She wanted to sever him from the bralinath trees.

      Would that be so bad?

      It was not at all dissimilar to what the order had attempted to do, how they had tried to cut off his connection to the El’aras power. At the time, Gavin had felt as if he needed to fight that with everything inside him. He still did, but there was more reason to pause now, especially as it came from Anna.

      Gavin shifted his footing into one of the Leier sacred patterns.

      It didn’t draw on the bralinath power, and did not take the same magical connection that he had otherwise. It didn’t even use any of his core reserves.

      The moment he changed postures, the compression faded.

      “You’re making a mistake,” Gavin said. “I know you think you’re acting in the best interest of your people, but you’re making a mistake.”

      He used the tree pattern, but he shifted between the bralinath pattern and the seeker tree pattern, alternating between the two and beginning to form a grove of trees around him. The mental exercise allowed him to connect to even more power.

      Gavin still wasn’t entirely sure where that magic came from. The one thing he had learned from Imogen and from using the sacred patterns was that the power did not take nearly as much energy, or effort, as other patterns did. And somehow, it didn’t even seem as if it called on the bralinath connection.

      The seeker trees began to push.

      Anna’s eyes widened as she recognized that something was happening, and she attempted to push back against him.

      “I don’t know why you’re doing this,” he said. “I don’t know why you’ve chosen this, but this was a mistake.”

      She pushed again.

      It also wasn’t just her, he realized. She had others around her, others who were drawing on the same folded energy that was coming from the other realm. It surprised him that they would be so competent at it.

      Could anyone learn how to do the same thing?

      Could he?

      A better question was whether he wanted to. He didn’t like battling the El’aras. He had helped them in the past. This felt like a betrayal.

      Then again, it seemed as if they felt like what he had done was a betrayal.

      He pushed, and the seeker trees moved outward, creating a ring. The pressure that had been building on him eased until it was gone.

      Anna stood across from him.

      Gavin summoned the blade of power. “I will not harm you, but I will stop you.”

      The look in her eyes didn’t change.

      “But I’m disappointed,” he said. “Disappointed that you feel this way about me. Disappointed that you feel you needed to take this action. And disappointed that you’re the reason this is happening.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand,” Gavin said. “Your power was fading, so you started reaching for power that was different, and it gave you a sense of what was lost—what you feel you deserve. And I don’t know how I would react if it were me in your place.” Even her attempting to take that bralinath connection had caused him to rebel. “But I do know that what you’re doing is harming people. It’s harming this land. And, Anna, I will stop you.”

      The seeker trees suddenly collapsed.

      Whatever the El’aras were doing continued to build. He couldn’t stay.

      Gavin used Lightning Strikes and burst into the air, away from them. He hovered for just a moment, looking down. He couldn’t see much of the city, which was shrouded beneath the canopy of the forest, but he could feel it.

      And what he could feel left him with a mixture of sadness and fear.

      Maybe the Sul’toral prophecy was true.

      Maybe the Champion would have to destroy the Shard.
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      Gavin hovered in the air using Petals on the Wind, mind racing. He couldn’t believe that Anna had been involved in what was happening in the world. Not just involved, but likely responsible for it. All because she and the El’aras feared they were losing some part of themselves and a connection to power they had long possessed.

      It was more than that.

      It was worse than that.

      She had wanted to strip away the connections that he had. She had wanted the bralinath connection for herself. Gavin didn’t know if it was possible, but considering that she was willing to try, he had to believe that it might be.

      What would have happened had she succeeded? That thought lingered in his mind, filling him with terror. They would’ve held him. Trapped him. Stripped the power from him. And his friends may not have known anything about it.

      Distantly, he found himself looking down at the new El’aras city and wondering if there was something he might be able to uncover or detect from it, but as he focused, he didn’t feel anything.

      He knew he should return to Yoran. It was too dangerous for him to remain here, until he had a better idea of what Anna had done and how to strip her from that connection. And strip her from it was what he needed to do.

      He’d waited too long to leave. Power was coming toward him, though it did not seem to be El’aras in origin. It was from the creatures that were moving in his direction.

      Then again, of course they would be. Given that the El’aras had ripped through the realms, they had opened the door for that possibility. Did Anna even know?

      She had to. Protections had been placed around the El’aras city. She might not know that she was responsible for it, but she knew there was a new danger in the world.

      He streaked downward with the Lightning Strikes pattern, and he allowed it to carry him down to where he landed in the middle of the forest. He was still quite a ways from the El’aras city, but near enough that he could feel the power from it. He focused on what he could detect of that strange connection to the folded power from the other realm.

      A massive tree began to turn toward him. At first, he thought it was a seeker tree, but this was not like any seeker tree he had encountered before. This thing came at him with long, whipping limbs, and it seemed impossibly mobile for a tree.

      Gavin ducked down beneath the strike, and then he slid forward, spinning and drawing out a blade of energy between his hands. He struck with that blade using his core reserves, and then he shifted, drawing on the power of the bralinath trees as well. He drove forward, but his attempt was blocked. The tree flailed its limbs at him and pushed him back.

      He was going to have to overpower this kind of magic, though he didn’t know if he could do it on his own. He needed others.

      He laughed at himself. Here he had hoped that the El’aras might fight alongside him the way they had before, and now they were the challenge he would have to overcome.

      The tree swung another branch, and he barely had time to brace himself. The branch slammed into him, sending him flying back.

      Though Gavin had used the bralinath tree pattern in the middle of the flight, he crashed down to the ground before he managed to solidify his barrier. He stood and sent the roots of the imagined bralinath trees outward, tracing toward the seeker tree.

      Gavin used the same technique he had when entering the El’aras city and needing to hold the El’aras. The seeker tree, and this sacred pattern in general, permitted him a measure of strength that he wouldn’t have had otherwise. He was thankful he’d trained with Imogen, as that had given him enough experience to feel comfortable with this pattern and to use it in ways he had not considered.

      Each tree was useful against a different kind of magic, she had told him, though he had never really attempted to use them like that. Now he felt as if he needed to.

      As he pushed with his sacred pattern, it reached the seeker tree. He suspected that the tree was little more than a fragment, the same way the bralinath trees were fragments, but Gavin had not had an opportunity to test it. But as his sacred pattern reached it, he felt a shift of power, as if it flowed toward him more readily.

      He was consuming that power.

      Maybe that was Anna’s fear—that he was consuming the El’aras heritage.

      There was good reason for it, Gavin knew.

      He didn’t consider himself El’aras. He might’ve been born from them and might share a bloodline with them, and for a while he shared their power, but did that make him El’aras?

      The El’aras were a people, and they were a culture. That was what Anna was trying to protect, wasn’t it? It wasn’t so much that she tried to protect power. She was trying to protect her people and their culture.

      Maybe that was what Gavin was doing as well, protecting the people who had become part of the world when the El’aras had withdrawn from it.

      Gavin focused on different energies and detected another of those bizarre trees moving toward him.

      Not only one. Three trees converged on him.

      He was tempted to run, and good sense told him that he probably should, as, increasingly, Gavin couldn’t help but feel as if that was going to be the only strategy that would keep him alive.

      All he needed to do was use the Lightning Strikes pattern to blast into the sky, but it would leave this danger here.

      He figured the El’aras could deal with it.

      Only, Gavin didn’t want to leave power behind that might hurt others. Anna was not his enemy. She was doing something he disapproved of, but she was not his enemy. He didn’t want her to be hurt and suffer.

      So, rather than running, he began to push.

      He focused on that power, on the bralinath connection, and on what he could do.

      He had to find the vent of power and separate it.

      Before he had an opportunity, the attack shifted. He used his bralinath tree connection, that of the Leier sacred patterns, and pushed against these seeker trees.

      What happened next surprised Gavin. It was as if his bralinath trees consumed the seeker trees.

      He had believed that the bralinath trees were elders, which was what Anna had told him. The El’aras elders had taken on the essence of these trees and had turned into something else—fragments.

      Fragments of power had strange consequences and stranger influences. They were the reason for the Sul’toral, and the reason for what the order had been after, and the reason for the El’aras and the bralinath trees.

      All of those stemmed from fragmented power.

      And as Gavin pushed outward, and as the bralinath trees consumed the energy of the seeker trees and shifted it, he felt the threat they had posed to him fade.

      This entire forest was probably filled with this type of power. Given what Anna and the other El’aras were doing, the kind of energy that they were using and manipulating, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was more of this type of power here in the world, more than had become uncontrolled.

      Without knowing more about it, he wasn’t sure he could stop it.

      An unusual energy called to him, and Gavin flowed toward it. As soon as he began moving, he realized that it was pulling on him.

      It was dangerous to do this, he knew. Especially because he suspected that this was guiding him toward another chasm like the one Jayna had shown him.

      Worse was that Gavin could feel the power building. It was subtle at first, but the farther he traveled, the more he could feel that power pushing up, almost as if it attempted to bubble through the cracks and vents and enormous chasms, flowing from the other realm into this world.

      Knowing what he did of that power, Gavin remained concerned about what it might do and what it was capable of.

      That kind of power could easily overwhelm others without power. And that said nothing about what it could do to those with power.

      Gavin raced forward, drawn by that danger.

      When he reached the chasm, he paused at the precipice and looked down, feeling the overwhelming use of the energy from the other realm.

      And his heart sank.
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      Gavin couldn’t believe the size of this place. He hadn’t seen it earlier, but then again, the trees arcing overhead probably hid it. It wasn’t particularly wide, but he had the sense of great depth, and from inside it, he also had the sense of considerable power. As he stood there, he recognized that the source of that power came from something and someplace beyond this world, and it seemed as if it was a significant source of energy that was going to overpower everything they had done, and might be able to overpower anything he might do with it.

      He reached into his pocket, and he fished out the enchantment Jayna had given him. He tapped on the enchantment, and then he connected to her. “Jayna, I’m going to need your help. There’s something out here that’s much stronger than any other chasm we’ve encountered. I don’t know if I can close it on my own.”

      There was silence, and Gavin worried she wouldn’t answer.

      A tremble of power came from inside the chasm, rising and rumbling upward. He had seen the tree monsters here, so what else would come? The same thing that had attempted to cross before? And if so, there might not be anything he could do to stop it by himself.

      “Jayna?”

      There was still no answer.

      He took out another enchantment, this one keyed to Imogen. Gaspar and Wrenlow wouldn’t be of much help at this point. The only one who would be able to help would be Imogen.

      The enchantment seemed to flutter, almost as if it were trying to fold and compress. Gavin remembered what Jayna had said about enchantments working strangely. This power must be somehow influencing them.

      He had to try to overpower it.

      He pushed, forcing more of himself through the enchantment. The connection formed, but it did so tenuously. Only then did he feel a faint stir, and he could hear Imogen on the other side of the enchantment.

      “Gavin?”

      Her voice came through the enchantment sounding thin and almost reedy, but it was there. He had to force even more power through his enchantment, trying to focus it and keep the connection open, though he didn’t know if it would work.

      Finally, the connection solidified.

      “Imogen,” Gavin said. “I need you to come to me if you can. Zealar might be needed too. We—”

      The enchantment suddenly buckled.

      Gavin had never felt anything quite like that before, but it seemed as if the power he was using suddenly crumpled, condensing, until there was nothing. Even the enchantment itself started to compress downward, eventually leaving little more than a small ball of metal.

      He had been around many enchantments when they had failed, yet he had not expected anything to feel quite like that. Now it was gone.

      He remained fixed in his sacred pattern, but he could sense that even the pattern was starting to compress and change until there was less and less of that energy remaining.

      If he stayed here, he would be overwhelmed by what was coming through.

      Gavin took a step back. Whatever was moving had considerable power.

      If he could cut off this connection to the other side, he might be able to stop it, or if not stop it, at least slow it. Fighting the creatures without closing the vents was incredibly difficult, and Gavin knew better than to risk that. But this chasm was too broad for him to be able to close on his own.

      And whatever it was powering was massive.

      The ground trembled, and the chasm started to expand, slowly yawning wider and wider. Gavin had to anchor himself to the ground using one of his sacred patterns, despite being tempted to take to the air rather than remain here. He was reminded of how Imogen had stood so casually at the edge of the chasm, though he knew better than to do the same, as he didn’t think he had the level of control over the sacred patterns that she had.

      If he were tossed down into those depths, where would it carry him?

      Would he be forced to fold?

      The ground rippled as the chasm continued to widen. He tried to move while at the same time signaling Imogen and trying Jayna again, though he didn’t know if he could reach either of them with the enchantment that had now been damaged.

      Even though Anna was angry with him, would she send help?

      Surely she would come if she knew something like this was happening.

      Maybe she didn’t care.

      All she might care about was losing the connection to her people, or at least what she believed was a lost connection. Gavin was still aware of those bralinath trees and the power within them, so he knew better than to believe it had been stripped away. Why would she think that?

      He stepped back a dozen paces, and then he began to feel something else.

      More of those strange trees.

      He glanced over his shoulder. An entire line of trees looked as if they were ready to attack, with quite a bit of power coming off them, attempting to squeeze him. He had his bralinath power, but he had the distinct sensation that something was trying to keep him from using it. His core reserves might not be enough.

      Power erupted from the chasm, radiating toward him.

      He saw the top of a spiked, demonic-looking head. Whatever was coming through was incredibly strong, and if he stayed and faced it here alone, he doubted that he would be able to handle it.

      It was time for him to test his theory about whether he would find the same creatures attacking from the other side. If the theory was correct, he had to hope that the version in the other realm wasn’t quite as huge.

      Gavin attempted to fold over.

      Power seemed as if it wanted to hold him in place, and he struggled to fold. He strained, pushing through his core reserves, using the energy of the bralinath trees. Finally—and painfully—he began the process of folding across the dimensions and into the other realm.

      He opened his eyes, and it took a moment to process what he was seeing.

      A gigantic spike rose high into the air. It seemed as if it had been summoned out of the stone, causing a series of faint cracks along the ground leading up to it. The spike pressed upward in a jagged, irregular pattern and radiated the same energy that he had been feeling on the other side.

      The creature he had started to see—and feel—in his world was scaling that spike.

      Gavin couldn’t simply wait to see what it would do. The longer it attempted to push through, the more danger there would be to his side, and he was not going to be the reason something like this managed to crawl through. He drew on his core reserves and the bralinath connection to jump, and he used Lightning Strikes to streak upward.

      Even in this realm, the creature was still humongous. He had speculated that the versions on this side would be smaller, and it was, but it was still twice his size and covered with dangerous-looking spikes. Everything about it radiated power, but like some of the other things they had faced, this didn’t seem to be drawing on the power from this world. Or maybe it was, and he couldn’t feel it.

      Gavin had never fought anything like this before.

      A surprising thrill worked through him. The idea that he would face something unknown, and incredibly dangerous, was almost stupidly exciting to him.

      He shifted his focus to the pattern he was using, changing from Lightning Strikes to Petals on the Wind, which allowed him to hover in the air. He felt some of his power beginning to sputter, but he channeled the bralinath connection, and it stabilized him.

      Vaguely, he was aware that he was drawing on something different than just bralinath power. He wasn’t sure what it was, only that he could feel that power as it flowed into him, and through him.

      If the giant spike had caused the chasm, then he had to rip the creature away from it and close the gap.

      Gavin exploded toward the monstrosity. He struck it with the blade formed from his core reserve energy, and the creature spun away. He managed to grab it and then yanked, forcing it downward. It tumbled and slid down the gigantic spike.

      He dropped down with it, caught off guard as spikes shot from the creature’s side. He braced, fortifying himself with his core reserves and the bralinath connection, which helped solidify his skin. It was similar to the stone skin enchantment, but he didn’t have any enchantments on him.

      The creature’s spikes struck the barricade, and one almost pierced through, before they fell harmlessly to the ground. The monster howled.

      Gavin drove his blade outward again. He used his core reserves to create his own spike, attempting to pierce the creature’s thick hide, but it turned away before he could. With another burst from his core reserves, he was able to strike the creature in the side successfully.

      The creature looked up at him, and more spikes formed, once again shooting toward him. Gavin braced once more and put up a barricade so that the spikes bounced off him, but again, some of the spikes nearly went through his protection.

      He seemed to be mostly safe from its attacks, but he wondered how long that would be the case. Was there a limit to how long he could hold out? Especially in this place, with this power, he couldn’t help but feel as if his strength might be restricted.

      The creature held out its hands, and a pair of long blades emerged from the ends of his hands. Swords?

      Gavin barely had a chance to process the thought before the creature spun in a blur of movement.

      He was getting into a sword fight with some monster on the other side of the folded realm, all by himself. Imogen would have been better for this. But she wasn’t here.

      He formed his own blade out of his core reserves and met the creature in battle. This was nothing like sparring with Imogen. There was no pattern. Gavin had to react on instinct. He didn’t even fall into any sort of fighting style, though he would occasionally use the Leier patterns, primarily Tree Stands in the Forest, which would give him a moment of reprieve.

      But only briefly. It was almost as if that creature knew Imogen’s technique of penetrating through the tree pattern. Like it was some sort of sacred sword master, though nothing like Gavin would ever have imagined.

      Power built around him, radiating outward from the creature. Gavin barely managed to avoid one blow, spun to the side, and avoided another, even jumping upward, but he was met with a series of blade strikes that forced him back down.

      Something had changed, however. It looked as though the creature was slowing.

      He paused in the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern, holding out blades formed from his core reserves in either hand. Doing so gave him a moment to assess.

      The creature watched him. It was getting weaker.

      And Gavin needed to take advantage of that weakness.

      He darted at it while using the Axe Falling technique that Imogen had taught him, mixing in Lightning Strikes and also drawing on his core reserves. The creature quickly staggered away, and it slammed into the huge spike with a loud crack. Debris from the spike began to rain down around the creature, but it simply stood and batted away the hunks of stone falling on it.

      How powerful was this thing?

      If it had gotten through the chasm…

      They would not have been able to stop it on the other side. Gavin had to do it here and now. He had to find a weakness.

      He had tried several different sacred patterns, but what he needed was something more powerful. What he needed was his own fighting style, and not to rely on a Leier pattern.

      He thought about what Tristan had taught him, and he thought about the different techniques and fighting styles that might be effective. But he didn’t know if any of that would be effective for this.

      The creature shrieked, and spikes shot at him. He used his bralinath power and his core reserves to fortify himself to avoid the spikes piercing the barricade.

      Gavin needed to survive this attack. He needed to get back to the others and warn them about the El’aras.

      More spikes shot toward him.

      It was time to do the smart thing and run. Sometimes the best strategy in a fight was not to be in one.

      He focused on folding and making his way back to his own realm.

      As he did, a whistle of power flew toward him, and his shoulder stung with pain as one of those spikes struck him.

      He folded.
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      Gavin emerged from the other realm with pain blossoming in his shoulder where the spike had impaled him. He reached for the spike and withdrew it slowly, wincing in agony as the sting began to burn through him. His hand was numb, but he could still move it.

      He looked at the wound, which appeared as if it were cauterized.

      That was unusual.

      He felt his body reacting, heat blooming in him. It was almost as if his core reserves and the bralinath power attempted to restore him, even though he knew they weren’t going to be strong enough to do so.

      He turned his attention away from what was happening inside him, since he couldn’t control what his body was trying to do. It wanted to heal, and Gavin knew better than to stop it.

      The chasm was no longer there.

      Imogen, however, was.

      She looked at him with concern in her eyes. “What happened, Gavin?”

      He held out the spike, and she strode over and took it from him, then studied his shoulder with a frown.

      “I don’t entirely know,” he said. “There was some massive spike protruding from the other side, and a creature was crawling along it to come through to ours.”

      Gavin proceeded to tell her about what exactly he had encountered, and the frown on her face deepened.

      “So this creature was using a spike to penetrate through to our side?”

      “It seems that way,” he said.

      “What does this mean?”

      “I don’t know. The power was considerable. Even in the other realm, it was considerable. I wonder if I would’ve had the same difficulty had I faced it here. Maybe the power would’ve been more dispersed, but I don’t know. I think the folding and unfolding allowed the creature to concentrate some of its power more tightly than it could before. That might be the key to stopping it.”

      “You weren’t able to defend yourself?” Imogen asked.

      He snorted. “I tried,” he said, and then he shrugged, which caused more pain to erupt in his shoulder. “Unfortunately, the creature used some of its spike power to get through. It got me when I was transitioning between realms. Not only that, but we have to deal with the El’aras. Something is wrong with them. They seem to be drawing on the power that’s coming through these openings.”

      Imogen’s expression turned pensive. “I suppose they fear you betrayed them.”

      Leave it to Imogen to realize the issue immediately.

      “I think they fear I’ve taken away some of their power, and they wanted to get it back. They feel as if the bralinath trees have betrayed them. I’ve tried to reassure them that wasn’t the case, but they’d already started to use this power.”

      “Does that mean that anybody could?” she asked.

      Gavin pursed his lips in thought. “I guess that’s possible. I don’t even know. A better question would be whether anyone else should. How many more of these openings would rupture through if others did?”

      “You’re right. It is probably too dangerous,” she said, her eyes flashing silver for a moment.

      Gavin focused on what was around him, and he realized that something had changed. More than that, some part of him had changed. He felt as if the bralinath power was a little more faded than before.

      Maybe it was just how weak he was. He had been using quite a bit of power, and when he had been in the other realm, he had relied on a considerable amount to overpower the creature. He had used everything he could to survive, so maybe he had just drained himself more than he had anticipated.

      He let out a long sigh before looking at Imogen. “You would’ve enjoyed the monster,” he said. “It was quite a skilled swordsman.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You faced a master swordsman?”

      “I would say that I faced a monster swordsman.”

      She snickered. “Well, if that’s the case, then perhaps the next time you go, I will accompany you.” She eyed his wound for a moment. “Let’s get you back.”

      She used the Lightning Strikes pattern to carry her up to Zealar. Gavin hesitated, before doing the same.

      Or, at least, trying to do the same.

      As soon as he did, pain shot through his arm.

      That isn’t good.

      He tried again, but he still couldn’t send himself upward. As he reached for his enchantment to let Imogen know, he realized that he didn’t need to.

      Zealar swooped down, and she jumped from his back. “What happened?” she asked Gavin.

      “The spike seems to have affected my abilities.”

      She nodded. “Come with me, then.”

      He climbed onto Zealar’s back slowly. This wasn’t the first time he’d been injured before. Gavin couldn’t have done everything he had, and could not have fought the way he had, to become the Chain Breaker without having been injured a time or two, but he had never experienced anything quite like this. This was a magical injury. When he wasn’t attempting to use his magic, he didn’t feel the same pain. It was only when he tried to use any kind of magic that he really felt it.

      What would a magical injury mean for him? What would happen if he couldn’t recover what made him the Chain Breaker?

      He would be able to use enchantments, but…

      He had to push those thoughts out of his mind. He still hadn’t even attempted any sort of healing.

      Once Zealar took off, Gavin slumped forward, feeling the wind around him, but he wasn’t able to pay attention to anything else. His mind blurred, making the journey difficult to focus on. Every so often, he would try to reach for his core reserves and the bralinath power, but as soon as he did, his pain began to worsen.

      It was more than just the pain, however. A sense of strange energy seemed to whisper to him, coming from all around and drawing on his power. As they traveled, Gavin tried to make sense of it, worried that the El’aras and the creatures that had attacked him were following, until he recognized that the whispers he was hearing around him were coming from the power venting into the world.

      By the time they landed, Gavin was barely aware of anything, and mostly unconscious. When hands lifted him and carried him, he only blinked and murmured, unable to respond otherwise. He was just aware of that power and the way it was filling him.

      Then he found himself inside a darkened room.

      He tried to open his eyes, but he wasn’t able to do so easily, and as he tried, he could feel something pressing on him.

      “Easy,” a voice said.

      It wasn’t Imogen or Gaspar, and he didn’t think it was Wrenlow. It was familiar, nonetheless.

      Hands began to probe at his shoulder, and he focused on trying not to wince, but the more they probed, the more he began to feel pain.

      “It seems to react to anything I try,” the voice said.

      Slowly, Gavin began to recognize the source of it.

      Char.

      “Spike,” Gavin said. His voice came out in a croak, and he tried to roll over on his side and see the others, but he found that he was unable to move, which was troubling.

      How badly had he been hurt?

      It was only when he attempted to draw on real power that he seemed to suffer the effects of the injury, so could he reverse it?

      His core reserves and his connection to the bralinath trees had tried to heal him, but they had not been enough. He had recovered from physical injuries countless times, always faster than anyone would have imagined possible, all because of his innate power.

      Gavin did not know what it would take to recover from a magical injury.

      “We know it’s a spike,” Char said, “and I’m trying to remove the effects of it. I recognize some sort of an enchantment here.”

      An enchantment on him?

      Magic. Something residual.

      “Alana,” he managed to mutter.

      “What was that, boy?” Gaspar said from somewhere nearby, sounding worried.

      Of course he would be worried. Gavin had been hurt before, but nobody had seen him quite like this.

      “Alana,” Gavin said again. “Sh’rasn.”

      He barely got the last word out.

      Everything went black for a while, and when he came around again, he felt a powdery substance on his tongue. He swallowed. It was only a bit of sh’rasn powder, but once he took it in, he felt his core reserves blossom inside him. It was going to take some time to recover from his injury, but if nothing else, the sh’rasn powder would allow him to overpower some of the effects of what was happening to him now. He had rarely needed to use it since gaining his connection to the bralinath trees, but the only thought in his mind now was that the powder was necessary.

      He tried to draw on more of that energy inside him, and the pain streaked through him until he gradually began to feel it easing. His arm and shoulder still felt numb with a coldness that had spread through them. Though he didn’t know how badly he was hurt, he was aware of the power, the danger there, and what had happened to him.

      When he finally managed to look around, he saw more people gathered in the room than he had expected—Char, as he had suspected, along with Imogen and Gaspar, but he had not known that Jayna and Eva were there as well.

      There was no sign of Alana.

      “Where’s Alana?” Gavin said, voice raspy. He cleared his throat and looked around at them. “The spike. It was from the other realm.”

      “We aren’t going to get her involved in this, boy,” Gaspar said. “She doesn’t need to see you like this.”

      “I need somebody who understands the power better than we do. And though she isn’t completely in control of it, not yet, she at least has a better understanding of it.”

      “Gavin,” Gaspar said, coming over and touching him, before jerking his hand back. “Something’s not quite right here. It’s like some part of you is starting to change.”

      “What?”

      “You’re hot,” Char said.

      “I need a healer,” Gavin said.

      “What do you think I am?” Char asked. He looked over to someone—Jayna, Gavin realized—before turning back to him. “Remember when I helped heal your friend?” He nodded to Gaspar.

      “Sorry,” Gavin said.

      “Anyway, I don’t know what’s happening to you, and I’m trying to counter the flow of power through you—because that’s what I’m detecting—but I can’t tell how. It seems to be trying to worm its way deeper into you, and I don’t know how to strip it free. It’s like it’s trying to embed itself into you.”

      Folding into him. That was what Char was describing. And Gavin doubted that this could be stopped through traditional healing, or even traditional Society healing. There would be only one way to do it.

      “Alana,” he repeated.

      Char shrugged. “It can’t hurt.”

      “It could hurt her,” Gaspar growled.

      “Just get her,” Imogen said.

      Gaspar grunted, and he disappeared from the room.

      Gavin tried to move, but his arm didn’t feel as if it worked. It was heavy and cold, and yet he started to feel something else to it.

      Gaspar had come over to him and winced. Even Char was working on him from a distance, as if he didn’t want to get too close.

      What had happened to him?

      It had to be bad, as no one wanted to get very close.

      He could feel the energy and the way it was working inside him, but he now had the sh’rasn powder inside him too. Thankfully, that sh’rasn powder allowed him to draw upon something more, and to feel a different connection within him that somehow managed to shift things for him.

      “Imogen tells me that you experienced this from the other side?” Jayna said, stepping toward him. She didn’t sound as bothered as he would’ve expected, but then again, she was a practical person.

      “Some sort of creature,” he said. “I don’t know exactly what it was, but I can feel the power. Or I could feel the power.”

      Gavin described everything again, the same way he had with Imogen.

      “Do you think these openings are all the same?” Jayna asked. “They can’t all be caused by spikes.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe not all of them. Maybe some of the smaller vents are something else, but the larger chasms are probably tied to these spikes. The El’aras are involved, not the order.”

      “Unless the order is also involved,” Gaspar said, returning to the room.

      “It’s a stretch,” Jayna said. “I was always taught to look for a simple answer. But this one is interesting.”

      “Not the choice of words I would use,” Char muttered.

      Jayna threw up her hands. “Well, it is interesting. And if Gavin isn’t able to help us fight, it’s going to fall on us to deal with this. Not only to fight, but to help us transition into that realm to handle the same creatures. I don’t know that any of us could deal with what he’s described.”

      “Imogen could have,” Gavin said.

      “I doubt that I would’ve had any greater success than you did, Chain Breaker,” Imogen said. “And we’re going to need you to recover from this because if there’s something more deadly, we aren’t going to be able to handle this on our own.”

      Gavin nodded and drifted off as the others continued to talk around him. His mind worked through everything he had encountered, all the dangers that had been around, before he gradually started to focus once more.

      “Gavin?”

      He was jolted awake by Alana’s soft voice. She came forward, touching him. She didn’t jerk away like the others had. Instead, she rested her hand on his, and he felt a warmth from her.

      “There was a creature,” Gavin said, “and now there’s something inside me. I need… Well, I don’t even know what I need, but I need to know if you can tell anything about it, and if you can, if there’s anything you might be able to do with it. Do you think you could help with that?”

      Alana held his gaze. There was something so mature in her eyes this time. Maybe it had always been there, and he just hadn’t seen it.

      “I can try,” she said.

      “Good.”

      “But not here.”

      “What?” Gaspar said. “Where do you want us to bring him?”

      “The other side.”
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      Whispers lingered in his mind.

      At first, Gavin thought they were the voices of the people around him, and to a certain extent, some of them were. They spoke in hushed tones, the concern evident in their voices. They feared what would happen if he died. A part of him found that amusing, mostly because he had never really feared death.

      He should, he knew.

      He cared about them. They were his people now. They were his friends.

      But there were other whispers too. They came in strange, quiet voices, and all of them seemed to carry promises. He felt it deep inside him, as if something were beckoning to him, demanding he focus on it and pull on something more.

      Gavin had no idea what that was, only that it reminded him of what he’d felt on the journey back.

      Someone touched his arm. He opened his eyes to see Gaspar looking over at him.

      “We aren’t taking you there,” Gaspar said, not to Gavin. “You see what happened to him.”

      “I can’t do it from here,” Alana said. “I don’t think. I just… I just feel it.”

      Gaspar turned to him. “Gavin.”

      “I know,” he said. “I know you want to protect her, and you want to make sure she’s going to be safe. So if she does this, she’s going to have to take me with her, and others. And if there’s any danger, you just have to retreat.”

      Gaspar stared at him for a moment. “You’re willing to risk her to save yourself?”

      “I’m willing to risk it,” Alana said.

      “No,” Gaspar growled. “We aren’t going to sacrifice you to save Gavin. He’s lived a long life, he’s done enough, and if he can’t recover from this, we aren’t going to risk you.”

      “Don’t I get to choose for myself?” she asked.

      Gaspar opened his mouth as if he wanted to argue, but then he closed it again. “We can’t lose you, girl.”

      “What makes you think you will?”

      Gaspar waved a hand over Gavin. “Look at him. Do you think you could survive what he went through?”

      She looked at him too. Then she leaned down, rested her hand on him, and breathed out heavily, which Gavin felt even worse for.

      “I can help,” she said. “You just have to give me an opportunity.”

      Gaspar shook his head. “Fine. Your choice.” He glared at Gavin. “But if you let her do this, and if something happens to her, I’m never going to forgive you.”

      Gavin couldn’t answer. At this point, everything within him felt like it was going colder and colder, and more and more numb, to the point where it didn’t feel as if his body was reacting the way it needed to. He attempted to tell Alana to leave him, but he couldn’t get the words out.

      “Who can make the transition to the other realm?” Imogen asked.

      “I think I know enough techniques,” Char said, “but they are difficult, and there’s a possibility that they won’t work quite as well as what Gavin does. We haven’t been able to fully master how he does the folding, as there’s a dimensionality to drawing on different aspects of power to bring the different pieces together, linking it—”

      “Char,” Jayna said, cutting him off.

      “Sorry about that. Anyway, it needs power. Without Gavin or one of the El’aras, it needs a powerful sorcerer. I won’t be able to do it on my own, and I don’t know that I trust too many others around him. Not like this.”

      “He’s not going to hurt us,” Jayna said.

      “I’m not worried about him hurting us. I’m worried about someone…” He trailed off, then shrugged. “He’s not necessarily beloved amongst the Society, Jayna.”

      “Lilah,” Imogen said.

      Gavin had the distinct sense of power being used, and he realized that Imogen had used an enchantment.

      “I’m coming,” a voice said.

      Gavin passed in and out of consciousness. When he opened his eyes, more people stood around the room. He drifted asleep again, and when he came around, there were even more people. He felt power pressing on him, then realized that enchantments had been layered over him, which he found surprising at first. Why would they be putting enchantments all around him?

      He tried to ask, but his voice didn’t work. His muscles didn’t work. His body didn’t even work.

      Power built, slow, steady.

      They were folding.

      It was different than what he did, and he could tell that some part of it wasn’t quite right.

      “No,” he muttered, or tried to. He didn’t know if he managed to say anything.

      Gavin focused. The residual effects of the sh’rasn powder lingered, and he used that to concentrate his core reserves to help fortify the folding so that he could keep them from sliding the wrong way. He was distantly aware of a white energy surrounding him as he did.

      A flare of pain exploded in his arm, and throughout him.

      But they folded.

      Gavin released the power, and the pain eased. The white energy faded too.

      He took a deep breath, recognizing that he was in the other realm. He could smell the difference. The air also felt different, even tasted different. The whispering he kept hearing intensified, as if some steady madness were trying to force him to connect to the dangerous power of this place. A part of him was tempted, but he knew better, so he did not.

      “I just have to push a little bit more,” Alana said, close to him. “I can feel it. Oh.”

      “What is it?” Gaspar asked.

      “Movement,” Imogen replied.

      “Keep it away,” Gaspar said.

      “I will buy us as much time as I can.”

      Gavin felt power crackling from Imogen. He watched her go, but he didn’t know where she disappeared to. His mind processed what was happening, thinking that she had to be using the Lightning Strikes pattern, though he couldn’t feel anything. He had to keep his mind active. Otherwise, he was going to try to use his power to help his friends.

      “I’m going to have to do something different here,” Alana said. “I can feel the influence, but… Do you still have that spike?”

      It took Gavin a moment to realize that she was talking to him.

      “Pocket,” he muttered.

      “Thank you.”

      She withdrew it, and everybody around him gasped. Gavin could understand why, once he registered that she had put the spike back into his shoulder.

      There was no pain, however.

      That was a problem. If he couldn’t feel anything, that meant his arm wasn’t working. What was he going to be as a one-armed fighter?

      Nothing. Without his ability to fight, what was he? Who was he? Could he even still be the Chain Breaker?

      He didn’t know. He didn’t know what, or who, he could be.

      Alana touched him on the cheek. He blinked and looked over at her. Something about her seemed different.

      “You’re bigger,” he said after a moment.

      She chuckled. “No, I’m not.”

      “You look bigger. Older.”

      He saw the same maturity in her eyes that he had seen on the other side, but now he could also see that  her face had filled out, and even her body had filled out, making her look every bit the part of someone in their early twenties. She was still short, but she had aged in a way.

      Gaspar grunted. “You know what, I didn’t see it before. I was focused on you and what was around us, but I see it now.”

      “Gavin,” Alana said, drawing the attention back to him. “This is going to feel strange, but it’s the only thing I can think of that might work. I don’t know if it’s going to work, but think about this place. Think about this power.”

      “Folding,” he said.

      “Right,” she said. “Folding. The power in your body that’s trying to push through needs to be unfolded. I’m going to have to let it work through you.” She paused for a moment. “I wish that I could say this wasn’t going to hurt, but I think it might.”

      “Can you stop it?”

      “I’m going to go help Imogen,” Jayna said.

      There was another burst, and then she was gone.

      Gavin hadn’t even seen her, but then again, ever since coming into this place and awakening in this realm, he had barely been able to see anybody. He was aware of the power, and mostly, he was aware of the numbness. Every so often he felt a jolt of energy, along with the weird whispering that suggested that the power here was trying to coerce him into using it, before it faded.

      If this worked, he would be changed.

      If he survived.

      He needed to. He wasn’t ready to die. He wasn’t ready to abandon his friends. They needed him.

      This was a fight he could not lose, especially as he was aware of them fighting even now.

      He had no idea what his friends were dealing with, but he suspected that they needed his help. He was the Chain Breaker. He was supposed to be the one handling the spikes. He wasn’t the one who was supposed to be lying injured, relying on a child to heal him.

      Alana took his hand, and she squeezed it. “Focus,” she said.

      “I am focusing,” he said.

      “Focus on me. Your friends are fine.”

      The maturity in her voice matched the maturity he had seen in her eyes.

      “Alana?”

      “They’re fine. Focus on me.”

      He blinked and looked up at her. There was still something about her that gave him an uneasy sense of even more age than how she appeared. And with a startling understanding, he thought he knew what it was.

      “You folded,” Gavin said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “I’m aware of something, but I don’t know what it is. We can talk when this is over—if we get through this. But you’re going to have to trust me. Do you trust me, Gavin?”

      As she said his name, there was a bit of the same youthful innocence that she always had when she was talking to him, and talking about him. And within that, Gavin knew the answer.

      This was Alana.

      Of all the people in his life, out of everybody he had worked with, he trusted so few. The numbers had increased over time, but she was someone he had trusted from the very moment he had met her. She had been so childlike at that time, handing him a folded origami enchantment, or what he had thought was an enchantment then. When she had given it to him, he had thanked her, and she had said that it would protect him. He hadn’t known if he could believe her, but now…

      Now he saw her as something else. He saw her as powerful in a strange sort of way. And he wanted to protect her even more than he ever had before.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

      “I think… I think this is where I need to be,” she said. “I don’t know if the order knew, but I need to be here. At least for now. And I need to do this for you.”

      Gavin wanted to object, but she didn’t give him the opportunity. Instead, she squeezed his hand, forcing him to look at her again, which he did.

      He held her gaze, and then pain surged through him. She had said that it might hurt, but he had not expected it to be agony quite like this. Every time he folded from one realm to another, he felt pain. This was similar to that, only so much more pronounced, as if every part of his body were folding separately. He tried to ignore it the way he had been trained to ignore all physical pain, but he couldn’t.

      He cried out, his body reacting, the power inside him reacting.

      Pain bloomed anew, different than before.

      “Trust me,” a voice said.

      Was that the whispering he had been hearing lately, or was it Alana?

      Trust.

      He had to do that. He had to trust her. He had to trust his friends.

      He relaxed, at least as much as he could. Power burst inside him, but it did not harm him. He could feel that it did not mean to hurt him. It was there to help. And it was Alana.

      More than anything else, the realization that it was Alana allowed him to relax the most. He had always protected her, and he knew that she would not hurt him.

      Despite that pain, despite the way it screamed through him, Gavin just lay there.

      Images flashed through his mind from when he was younger and first working with Tristan, trying to understand his purpose and what it meant for him to be the fighter that Tristan was training him to be. At the time, it had felt like the only choice he had. Gavin had been forced to endure pain. He had battled, he had won, he had lost, and he had suffered. Every fight had been physical suffering. He had learned to withstand it, and more than that, he had learned that he could handle pain in a way that few others could. Each fight was just an inconvenience.

      This pain continued to intensify, every bit of his body burning with it, and that agony seemed to demand his attention. Every aspect of the power that flowed through him attempted to resist, forcing him to actively ignore it.

      He had to allow the folding to take place. He didn’t really have a choice in the matter. All he could do was let it happen, and all he could focus on was the power that Alana was sweeping through him. Folding through him.

      And for the briefest moment, Gavin began to fear that she was pulling away his connection to the bralinath trees and his connection to the core reserves, changing something.

      But then again, he knew she was changing something.

      He felt it as she did.

      The core reserves had always been a buried part of power inside him. He could access them, but it took him plunging deep inside himself to find that magical connection and draw on that power. Gavin had learned how to do so, enough so that he was able to fight with it. The longer he had learned how to use that power, the easier it became for him to summon that energy through himself.

      But he had never felt it quite like this.

      Something flowed through him, a power that was unique and fused into his entire being.

      The same way that power fused into the El’aras.

      That thought troubled him.

      When he had learned about his core reserves and how it was similar to, but different than, the power that the El’aras possessed, Gavin had appreciated that difference. He had appreciated the fact that he was able to do things that the El’aras were not able to do. And Alana was changing that for him. He did not want to be like the El’aras. He did not want to have that power fused to him.

      Only, he didn’t think he had much choice in the matter.

      He had pushed his own core reserves through himself many different times, and he recognized how that worked, but in this case, he felt it in a different way.

      The pain continued to bloom inside him, and the more it did, the more certain he was of the source of it.

      There didn’t seem to be any way for him to control what was happening.

      He had to allow it to happen to him.

      It went on slowly and gradually, but it did eventually begin to ease until there was very little left. Only then did he finally open his eyes.

      The numbness in his arm was gone, as was the spike.

      But not entirely.

      He looked up at Alana. “What did you do?”

      “I did the only thing I could do, Gavin. I folded that power into you.”
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      Gavin focused on his core reserves. The energy was still there.

      That reassured him more than he would’ve expected. A wave of relief flooded through him, but it dispersed the moment he realized that his core reserves felt different. It was almost as if the power that was buried inside him was no longer buried. It was more diffuse.

      And it was not alone. There was another connection that had not been there before.

      Gavin concentrated on that, and he found that he still felt the link he had to the bralinath power gifted to him by the El’aras elders. He could draw on it, and some part of that even felt different to him, though he wasn’t exactly sure why.

      But it was this other connection that left him worried. Why was it there, and what did it mean for him?

      Gavin finally sat up and looked at Alana, who was watching him. That maturity persisted in her gaze, even more than what he would expect from someone who looked the age that she now appeared to be.

      What had this place done to her?

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I think this was the only way.”

      He rubbed his arm, feeling the pain and the energy, and feeling… He wasn’t truly sure what else he was feeling, except that there was a different sort of energy inside him.

      “You folded power into me?” he asked.

      “I did what I had to do,” she said. “I understand you might be mad, and it might not have been quite the right thing, but I think that if I would’ve left it alone, it would have continued to corrupt you, and eventually, it would’ve overpowered you. I think it would ultimately destroy you.”

      “How do you know?”

      A troubled look crossed her face. “I… I don’t even know.”

      He blew out a heavy breath, then sat up and looked around. In the distance, he saw Imogen battling with several different creatures, as was Jayna, but the fight was going in their favor. He wanted to help them, but he wasn’t sure if he was supposed to. He didn’t honestly know if he had the strength to do so. More than that, he thought that he needed to take a few moments to figure out what was going on with him, and to see if there was any way that he’d be able to stop what was happening, but he had no idea.

      “What do we do now?” he asked.

      “We wait,” Alana said.

      Jayna blasted bolts of fire that raced across the ground, along with other surges of magic that he could scarcely follow. She was summoning more power than he could imagine, which suggested that her magic was even more potent than he had come to believe.

      When Imogen had claimed that Lilah was a powerful sorcerer, he had thought she would be more powerful than anyone in the Society, as she had been trained by one of the Porapeth. But Jayna…

      He couldn’t imagine any sorcerer that powerful. She was more like a Sul’toral.

      Then there was Imogen. Though she had her blade in hand, it didn’t seem like she was using it. She simply whipped power from her. Lightning streaked along the ground, which crackled underneath her, and the air shimmered and whipped around. Everything was a marvel.

      And then their fight was done.

      They circled the battleground once before making their way back to Gavin and the others.

      Imogen cocked her head to the side, and he felt the power of her tree pattern as it swept over him. “Something has changed, Gavin,” she said.

      “Apparently,” he said.

      “What will this mean for you?”

      “I suppose we won’t know until we return.”

      He wasn’t at all concerned about it, though. What would happen to him?

      Alana had folded some type of power into him, but what kind was it, and what would it do to him? Those were the questions that he didn’t have answers to, and he wasn’t even sure he would be able to find those answers, at least not easily.

      But he did feel better.

      His arm no longer felt cold the way it had before, and there was no more of that same odd energy bubbling within him. Instead, there was another energy inside him, and he wasn’t sure what it was, nor what it would do. At least he was no longer hearing those faint whispers. Although, in some respects, that might be worse. Did it mean that the whispers had gotten what they had wanted?

      “We should not stay here,” Gaspar said, bounding over to them atop a stone wolf that was one of Mekel’s, though this one was much larger than Gavin had seen from the enchanter before. “There are more coming. Quite a few more. And here we wanted to think there wasn’t anything on this side.”

      “Just those monsters,” Gavin said.

      “How many do you think are here?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t know. It depends on where we find those spikes. We need to search this side and then follow the chasms to see how many places are impacted by them.”

      Gaspar shot him a look. “You need to rest.” He looked more irritated with him than usual.

      “I don’t know that I can. This is starting to accelerate. Power is bubbling. If more of these creatures manage to make it through, I don’t know what we’ll be able to do to stop them.”

      Curiously, Gavin could feel a tension that he hadn’t felt before. It seemed as if there was an urgency that worked through him, like something was warning him that they did not have much time to spare. Was that because of the power around them, or something else?

      “Fine,” Gaspar said. “But if you get yourself killed…”

      “It already almost happened,” Gavin whispered.

      And for the first time, he felt a bit of fear at that prospect.

      He needed to be there for his friends. For his people.

      As Gaspar watched him, his scowl finally faded away. “Take us back,” he said to Char, who was standing nearby.

      Gavin hadn’t even realized that the other man was next to them. He and Lilah had been quiet, though not inactive. They had been working on enchantments and placing power, and he realized now that he could feel the way it was swelling away from them. He wasn’t exactly sure what they had done, but he could tell that they had used those enchantments to create some sort of barrier, forming a ring of power with him at the center of it.

      Char and Lilah had been responsible for protecting him. The others had defended him and made sure that nothing else could get to him, but those two had been the primary ones to ensure his safety.

      Surprising, but maybe not so much. Sorcerers were powerful.

      Gaspar glanced over to Alana and frowned. “What will happen to you?”

      “You don’t need to worry, Gaspar,” she said.

      Gaspar arched a brow as if he knew the lie in those words.

      Char strode over. “Is everybody ready?”

      No one spoke, so Char began his process, with Lilah helping. The power began to fold around them. Gavin recognized what was happening and tried not to intervene, but he couldn’t help it. That power spilled out of him as they started to shift and fold from this realm.

      It felt significantly different than it had before. There was always pain when he folded, but there was none this time.

      They emerged inside a darkened room. Gavin licked his lips and started to move, but he immediately stopped. Everything seemed far too close to him.

      “Well,” Gaspar said. “Now the Chain Breaker has gotten bigger?”

      Gavin looked down at himself. “Bigger?”

      “I thought that something might change,” Alana said. Her voice was softer, altered, more youthful. He looked over toward her. Down. She still looked older than she had originally, but she was more youthful than she had been in the other realm.

      “What happened?” Gavin asked.

      “It seems as if you’re a bit bigger.” Gaspar went over and touched him. “And your skin is different. It’s almost gray.”

      Gavin got up, aware that something was wrong. He felt it, and should have felt it before now.

      There was that power, though. It was still inside him, the way he had felt on the other side. He needed to control it.

      “You should be able to fold it,” Alana said.

      “I should be able to fold what?”

      “The power. You can control it. At least, you can gain some control over it.”

      He inhaled, and he felt different. Gavin wasn’t sure what had happened, only that he could feel something strange inside himself.

      As he stumbled toward the doorway, he had to duck to get out.

      Outside, he peered up at the sky. The building they’d been in was on the outskirts of Yoran, and he looked over to the city, feeling an energy pressing on him that was different than he remembered. He had made so many circuits around the city that he’d practically memorized the different contours of power out here.

      Now that energy felt vastly different, and he didn’t know why, but he guessed it was because of what had happened to him. Because of what he now was.

      It was change forced upon him.

      Gavin thought about the conversations he’d had with Gaspar about such things, but in this case, he couldn’t help but feel as if there had been no other choice. Then again, the change that had been forced on him when he was younger was much the same, wasn’t it? He’d had no choice in the matter.

      Maybe that was the distinction, or at least a distinction he should make.

      He could choose to understand and control this. That was what Alana had suggested.

      And he had to try to fold it, which was something he knew how to do.

      Alana strode over next to him. She was quiet, seeming as if she were waiting on him to do or say something.

      “It feels so strange,” Gavin said.

      “I know,” she said. She chewed on her lip. “I can feel it. Maybe I’ve always been able to, but I feel it differently now.”

      She began to change. Growing. As she did, she looked more like she had in the other realm, taller and more mature.

      Then she folded back down. Not quite to the youthful size she had been, but still smaller.

      “I’m working on it,” she said. “When I was over there, I was able to feel that power, and when I was working it through you, feeling how it was folding in you, I recognized that was the very same thing I felt inside me. I’ve been trying to understand that so I can understand what it is that I can do, but it seems as if it has always been there, always a part of me.”

      “So I have the same sort of power?” Gavin asked.

      Alana laughed, and there was something both mature and childlike about it. A mixture. “I don’t know if you have the same exact power, but maybe you’ve been touched by it. And…” She frowned, and Gavin could tell that the power building within her began to shift and change. “Anyway, I think you can control it. At least, I hope that you can.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      She shrugged, and she chuckled. “If you can’t, then maybe you stay like this.”

      Gavin looked down at himself. “I don’t know that I want to stay like this.”

      “You would still be you, just bigger.”

      “I feel different.”

      Alana was quiet for a moment. “I feel different as well. I don’t know why. It’s like going over there opened something for me that was locked before. Does that make any sort of sense?”

      “I think going over there unfolded something for you.”

      “Maybe that’s what it was. And now I feel like there are memories that are just out of reach that I should have. It’s like they were taken from me.” She squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them, there was some of that mature intensity that he had seen from her several times since they’d started this process.

      “Maybe your memories are folded,” Gavin said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “If that’s the case, then I’m going to see what it’ll take to have them unfolded.”

      “I wonder.”

      She smiled at him. “I wonder as well.”

      They stood there in silence for a while, and Gavin focused. He thought about the power he felt inside him, wondering if he might be able to use it. It was the same power that the El’aras had been drawing on, he was certain, so he believed that he could, but he didn’t know if he could do it in time. He also didn’t know if it would corrupt him in some way.

      Still, as he focused on it, he began to feel it moving inside him. There was something almost unpleasant about that sensation.

      “I can feel the folding,” Gavin said.

      She glanced in his direction. “I can see that. You aren’t quite as big as you were when you first came back. You’re still bigger. Maybe stronger?”

      “I wonder if it’s going to slow me down.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “But think about the different powers you’ve been exposed to. Everything that you’ve done has given you something more, and you just added it to your fighting style. I think this is probably going to be the same.”

      Gavin started to laugh.

      “What?” Alana asked.

      “You sound different.”

      She fell quiet. “I feel different. It’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “What is?”

      “I’ve always known I was different. At least, what I remember of ‘always.’” She bit her lip again, and Gavin could see the look of confusion in her eyes. “Ever since I came here. They kept me safe, but…”

      “I know,” he said.

      “And you kept me safe. You’ve been a friend. You’ve been more than a friend.”

      “I’m not supposed to say that I’m like a father figure to you,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “That’s Gaspar. I’m more like a brother.”

      She smiled. “I wonder if I had a brother.”

      “You don’t have your memories either.” Gavin thought about Eva and everything she had gone through to try to regain some semblance of those memories, and all the struggles she had endured in an effort to find something that would help her understand who and what she was supposed to be.

      “I feel like I should,” Alana said, “and I feel like there’s something for me there, but when I focus on it, it’s vague and distant, and it seems like it’s evading me.” She sighed. “There’s a part of me that feels like I just have to unfold it, the same way I unfold my enchantments. At least I have experience with that.”

      “You really do. It’s your power.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” She breathed out. “I’m going to have to go back.”

      Gavin had assumed that she would the moment he’d realized that she had some control over it, and that something about her was different. “I know.”

      “And I think you’re going to have to help me. All of you are going to have to help me. I don’t know what’s happening there, and I don’t know the nature of that power, but something is different.”

      “I know.”

      “The others, the order, they were after that power, and they were hoping to try to find it, but you stopped it.”

      “Maybe I only stopped one part of it, but maybe I didn’t stop enough of it,” Gavin said. “Or maybe we didn’t stop the origin of it from the beginning.”

      Alana nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      He turned and noticed something moving in the distance.

      “Get back with the others,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “El’aras.”

      She frowned at him, but he gave her a slight shove and then darted forward.

      With the movement, he felt as if the ground trembled beneath him. He was heavier, it seemed. Either that, or he somehow caused the earth to react to him in a different way than before.

      He reached the El’aras in little more than a blink of an eye. He hadn’t even drawn upon his core reserves. That was definitely something he was going to have to get used to.

      This was a strange power to have without needing to think about it, though he worried that if he didn’t have any control over it, it might carry him places that he didn’t—and shouldn’t—go.

      He stopped in front of Brandon. Anger surged inside him, threatening to spill out, which he had to get a handle on. He had always been able to manage his emotions, but this additional power seemed to take away some level of control.

      “What are you doing here?” Gavin asked.

      Brandon looked at him, tipping his head to the side. “You’re different.”

      “Yes. No thanks to you and what Anna did, I have needed to use a different kind of power.”

      Brandon furrowed his brow and regarded him for a long moment. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?”

      “I didn’t know what she was doing. She’s been different. Ever since she came back with you before… well, before, she’s been different. Agitated.” The amusement that Brandon normally had in his eyes wasn’t there.

      “I sort of figured,” Gavin said.

      “She’s been trying to find a way to access the connection to the bralinath trees, and she thought she had uncovered something. She said that you’re the one who taught her how to reach for that bralinath power, and that you gave her the idea.”

      “I wanted her to have the same connection because I felt as if the bralinath connection—the way I accessed it—is tied to the El’aras. Now I’m not sure.”

      “Well,” Brandon said, “she seems to think that it’s supposed to be our power, and has decided that you were misusing it, so she also decided that you need to have it taken from you.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Not everybody agrees, though. I know you don’t believe me and that you aren’t sure you’re the Champion…” He watched Gavin for another long moment. “But there are plenty of others who know what you’ve done for us. We also recognize that what Anna is doing is… It’s not quite right.”

      “Somebody had to help her,” Gavin said.

      “You’re right. That’s what I came here to tell you.” Brandon glanced around, then looked up at him. “Are you using an enchantment?”

      Gavin stared at him. “What?”

      “I mean, you’ve always been strong, but this is ridiculous.”

      Gavin focused and began to think about how he could fold, then began to use that power. He recognized how it compressed, and he felt something shifting inside him as he slowly began to shrink. At least he could get some control over it, but it was difficult. He had to concentrate quite a bit more than he would’ve expected.

      “That’s better,” Brandon said. “Thank you for taking the enchantment off.”

      Gavin didn’t say anything to refute him.

      “As to your question, I don’t know who she’s talking to, but she’s talking to somebody. She claims that the bralinath trees are speaking to her. That they’re guiding her and showing her how to push that power in. You had to have felt it when you came to the city.”

      Gavin nodded. “I did.”

      “She says it’s something we can all learn.”

      “Somebody is teaching her?”

      “I don’t know who it is, and I don’t even think Anna knows who it is, since she claims that it’s just the elders in the bralinath trees.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Gavin said.

      Brandon frowned at him.

      “The bralinath trees provide visions, they don’t speak to you,” Gavin explained.

      “Then what is it? If it’s not the bralinath trees, then who’s talking to Anna?”

      He was surprised that Brandon seemed to believe him, though maybe he shouldn’t be.

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said.

      But he had his own fear.

      If it wasn’t the bralinath trees, then it meant that somebody in the other realm was trying to reach out to her. Somebody wanted her to push that power through.

      And if it wasn’t coming from the other side, then where was it coming from in this one?
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      Gavin had to gain a measure of control over this new power.

      He knew that if he didn’t, some part of this would eventually overwhelm him. Not only that, but he also feared the possibility that it might destroy him. Despite Alana healing him the way that she had—and Gavin truly felt as if she had healed him, as he could feel some of that power flowing inside him in a way it had not before—he also worried about what would happen if he were to lose control over it, and if some part of him were to be overpowered by that same energy once again.

      Would it build up within him?

      He didn’t know. He didn’t think it would, and he didn’t think it even could, but there remained the possibility that if he lost control over what he had inside him, something about it would begin to change, and so would some part of him.

      He was spending most of his time outside Yoran. It was safer that way. He didn’t want to run the risk of anybody getting drawn into some danger that he struggled with while he continued to work on controlling the power he had access to. If he could master it—and, truth be told, master himself—Gavin had to believe that there would be a way for him to use this new power, as that was what he increasingly thought he was going to need to do. He would use the power to prepare for the possibility that he would have to fight the El’aras because of what they’d done.

      It surprised him that he would feel that way, though maybe it shouldn’t. He wasn’t El’aras. He knew that. He might be descended from them, but being El’aras was more than just what he was bonded to by blood. He wasn’t a part of their people. And not only that, but the way he used his power—well, the way he used to use his power—was different than how the rest of the El’aras did.

      Even just thinking that he might have to fight them left a hollow pit inside him.

      He felt movement from behind, and he turned. Alana was seated atop one of the stone golems, riding steadily toward him. She climbed off the golem’s back and stood at a distance, almost as if she were uncertain about him. Had he done something?

      She had unfolded herself. That was the only way Gavin could wrap his head around what she had done. It seemed as if she’d become something else. Something more. And as hard as it was for him to think about, that was also on him. It was because of him, because she’d gone to the other realm to save him, that she had become this. Gavin wasn’t even sure what “this” was, only that he knew that she was not the same person he had known when they’d first met.

      “Others are worried about you,” she finally said.

      “I’m not trying to make everyone worried about me. I just know that it’s safer for me. At least for now. Until I get a better sense of how to control all of this.”

      She nodded. “I agree.”

      He frowned. “Do you?”

      “Oh, I agree that you need to master it. But I’m not worried about you doing that.” She took a step toward him, seeming to ripple as she did. It was almost as if she was drawing on her ability in some way, shifting herself with every step she took toward him.

      Was this her way of demonstrating what she could do?

      “You have quite a bit of control over it,” Gavin said.

      She paused, spreading her hands out to either side of her. “It feels weird. I think I told you how it felt like some part of me opened up when we were on the other side, and ever since we returned, I can feel that power inside me. I think it’s always been there, I just couldn’t fully access it.”

      Gavin snorted. “You’ve been able to access some part of it all along. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to make all the enchantments you can make.”

      Her face fell, and she looked troubled. “I know.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just that those enchantments are different now,” she said. “At least, my understanding of them is different. If I’ve been channeling something different, some other power, I feel like I should be able to learn about it in ways that are better, but so far, I haven’t been able to really master what it is that I can do, nor have I been able to understand how I can use that power.”

      “Has it changed?” he asked.

      No one had said as much to him, but Gavin had the sense that with all these chasms opening, power had begun to shift in the world. Aspects were starting to change, however subtly. Mostly it could be seen in the enchantments that were used—or made—too close to the vents, but would that always be the case? Would this power begin to influence in such a way that it would eventually start to overwhelm the other kinds of magic?

      “My enchantments?” Alana asked, and then she shrugged. “Not really. They’re pretty much the same as they’ve always been. I can feel that power when I place it, though I’m not doing it as often as I used to. It’s just that I feel like I can do more with it.” She looked up at him. “What does it feel like to you?”

      He let out a heavy sigh and turned his attention back to the pile of debris he’d been exploring. This was an ancient site of El’aras power, situated far from the city and far from the people he wanted to avoid harming. It felt like the right place for Gavin to be testing what he might be able to do, mostly because he wasn’t afraid of whether he would harm anything, or anyone, out here. The city, or what had once been the city, had long since been destroyed.

      And now Gavin didn’t know if Anna and the rest of the El’aras had anything to do with the destruction of the other El’aras ruins he’d found. If so, the question he had was why.

      “It feels like there’s something moving inside me.” He shrugged. “I can’t really control it, though when I focus, I think I can get a sense of it.”

      “Practice.”

      He smiled. “I know I need to practice. It’s not that dissimilar to me learning how to use a new fighting style.”

      It wasn’t much different than what Imogen had said to him, for that matter. She’d made a point of telling him that he needed to spar. After he had spoken to Brandon, she’d come to him with a worried look in her eyes. One he was not accustomed to seeing from her.

      Gavin had been seated at the edge of the forest, not wanting to get closer to Yoran, mostly because he was still struggling with his control and fearing that his massive size was going to cause problems. It would certainly cause alarm. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about the changes he’d gone through, or whether there was any way to undo this change.

      “You need to spar,” Imogen had said.

      “You want to test me?” he asked, unsurprised by her comment. It was the kind of thing that Imogen would certainly want to do. She probably thought it would be a benefit to him to test himself in some way.

      “No,” she said. “I do not want to test you, nor do I want to spar with you. You, however, need to spar with yourself.”

      She crouched in front of him, arms crossed and resting on her knees as she looked at him with an intensity in her gaze. Though she was compact, she seemed powerful at the same time, and it had taken him a moment to realize why. She was still radiating some of the magic she had access to, letting that power flow through her in a way that practically exuded the energy of whatever tree she used in her Tree Stands in the Forest pattern.

      “What did you do when you were first trained?” she asked him.

      “I practiced.”

      “You practiced to understand. You practiced to focus. You practiced until you had a mastery. Now mastery comes easy to you, but that was not always the case. That is what you need to do. Spar with yourself. Find a way to control what has happened to you so you can use it.”

      Gavin had laughed, but he’d also known that she had given him good advice. He did need to understand that power, and he did need to use it in some way, even if it was difficult for him to even fathom how he was going to do so. One thing he didn’t really understand, however, was what it might look like for him to spar with himself.

      He turned his attention back to Alana. “You’ve been talking to Imogen.”

      “She said that you needed somebody who understands you. I don’t know that I’m that person, but I do feel like I understand this power a little bit. At least, I’m trying to.” She frowned as she said it. “And I think I can find it.”

      “I know that you can,” Gavin said, “considering that you have a measure of control over it. I’m still trying to find that for myself.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      He shrugged. “If I can’t, then perhaps I will stay like this,” he said, motioning down at himself. “I understand that I can’t force the issue. I still have access to my core reserves.” It felt strange talking to her about this and about the power he naturally possessed, but maybe he needed to be talking to somebody in general. “I’m also still connected to the bralinath trees, so that much isn’t different.”

      “Have those connections changed?” Alana asked.

      “Some,” he said.

      “Can you gain some control over them?”

      Gavin shrugged again. “That much is easier. I already knew how to control them, and I already knew how those powers felt.”

      “But you also knew how to fold,” she said.

      She took another step toward him, and once again, some part of her rippled. Gavin still wasn’t entirely sure if she was doing that intentionally, or if it was for his benefit. Or maybe she was losing part of her control.

      No. He didn’t think she was losing control. She had always had some aspect of control over folding, so her doing that now was likely her way of trying to show him that he could do the same.

      “The power will probably give you access to something more than just folding,” she said, “but that’s part of it. I also suspect that as you gain control over that folding, you’ll be able to draw some additional part through you.”

      “Fold myself,” Gavin said.

      She nodded.

      “But what else could I do?”

      “I don’t know, but if you can control yourself and fold yourself, then you’ll have an opportunity to try to make sense of what else you might be able to do.”

      He smiled, and he knew she wasn’t wrong. When he’d confronted Brandon, he had done that much—at least enough that it made it seem as if he had a measure of control over himself. What he needed now was to focus on that strange energy that was moving through him. That was going to help him.

      “Even if I gain that control,” he said, “we still have to deal with the El’aras and what they’ve done. They’re responsible for this, and until we stop them…”

      “They are responsible,” Alana said.

      Gavin looked at her, and she held his gaze. Even though some parts of her seemed like the old Alana—that youthful, happy child—her eyes had been the most prominent change. With the maturity that existed in them now, she was watching him with a kind of intensity that was somewhat disarming, mostly because he didn’t know what it meant for him and how he might change. More than that, he didn’t know what it meant for her.

      “You can fold yourself, Gavin. You can change yourself. It’s up to you to find what you want to be. What you want to do. But more than that, if you don’t, I fear that what they have done will continue to persist. I can feel it now. I hadn’t been able to feel it all that well before, but now it’s there. There’s a presence to it.”

      “What sort of a presence?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. It seems like it’s bubbling just underneath the surface, sort of like it bubbles underneath the surface for me. I can feel it, mostly because it seems as if what I’m feeling is coming from some distant place.”

      Gavin had been so absorbed in himself that he had not paid much attention to anything else. That was a mistake, he suspected.

      He tried to see if there was anything he could uncover of that same power, but even as he focused, he did not pick up on anything at all. Maybe there was some element that traced around him, but if there was, it was faint enough that it didn’t help him identify the source of it.

      “I don’t feel it,” he said.

      “Not yet,” Alana said. “Not until you can control it. Control yourself, and then you can control that.”

      Gavin just nodded. Was she right about that? How could she not be, though?

      “Does it show you what we need to be doing?” he asked her.

      “No,” she said. “I was hoping I could follow it, but I don’t think I’m meant to. I don’t think I have the right kind of connection.”

      Gavin laughed softly to himself. “If you don’t have the right kind of connection, then I don’t know who would.”

      “Why, you do. You’re connected to this place in ways I’m not. Connected to this world in ways I might not be able to be.” She was quiet for a moment. “I can feel that. It’s like there are memories. I want to follow those memories. Unfold them,” she said with a bit of a smile. “But any time I think about how that might look, I can’t find those answers.”

      Maybe she was right. He knew that there was something about Alana that was different. That much had grown increasingly clear, not only since the order had come after her, but even before then, he had known that something about her was different. Her enchantments—at least what he had thought of as her enchantments—had been more potent and powerful than enchantments really should have been. He had thought that was just because she was skilled at what she did, but now he knew the truth.

      She wasn’t from this world.

      She was from the other realm.

      “What if all this is to bring you back?” Gavin asked.

      Alana smiled tightly. “It might be.”

      “Do you actually believe that?”

      She bit her lip. “I don’t even know. I’ve been trying to figure out why, but I’m not really sure. I have searched for those answers, looked to see if there’d be any way for me to discover some truth about myself, tested the memories that feel like they’re buried inside me, but I can’t find them.” She sighed deeply. “But something, and someone, is behind this. At least from what you’ve told me.”

      “I thought it was the order,” Gavin said. “We put so many resources into hunting them down, but now I don’t think it’s them. It has to be from the other side.”

      “Unless it never was.”

      Gavin frowned at that, and she shrugged.

      “We don’t know anything about the order,” Alana said. ”Well, that’s what you’ve said in the past.”

      “That’s the truth,” he said.

      “And we don’t know what they might be capable of.”

      “We do know that there are some among the order who have been looking for power like this,” Gavin said. “But what they’ve been looking for and what they’ve found aren’t the same. It’s certainly nothing like this.”

      He should have known that from the beginning. The idea that the order would have been able to cause these chasms and cracks in the world, these connections to the other side, was more than he knew they could do.

      “What if there are some within the order who have always known?” Alana asked.

      “I’ve gone looking and haven’t been able to find them.”

      At this point, Gavin wasn’t even sure that it made a difference to keep looking. What would he uncover if he kept chasing down the order? There was nothing there, nothing he might find, that would help them with this at all.

      “Now I’m starting to feel like it might be too late to go looking into it,” he said.

      “What are you going to do about her, then?”

      “It seems like at least some of the El’aras are concerned about Anna, so I’m hopeful that we can use that concern and maybe get them to work with us.”

      Alana watched him, and there was a bit of unease in her gaze. He understood why. He was talking about hoping they would find help. Hoping they would get answers, hoping they would be able to stop what was happening.

      Hoping, but not planning.

      He needed to try a different approach. One that was obvious to him.

      “I’m going to keep working on this. I will master this ability,” he said.

      “Good,” she said. “And if I can help, I will do so in any way you need.”

      “Any tips would be appreciated.”
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      Gavin spent the better part of two days working with Alana. In that time, he had started to recognize that the strange, shifting energy inside him was the key to what he needed to master. It wasn’t as if he had true mastery over it, but he did begin to notice that when he manipulated that energy—and increasingly, he found that he was able to manipulate it—he could feel that power flowing inside him.

      Occasionally, he could compress that down, squeezing it through him until there was a part of him that began to compress as well. The first time that it happened under his complete control, Gavin felt as if he were folding someplace he did not intend to go. He had to be careful, as he didn’t want to simply fold somewhere accidentally and have to try to return. He had no idea if he would end up where he wanted to. With this new power, Gavin started to think that he might be able to use it to travel the way Wrenlow had hoped he would learn all along.

      “You shrank,” Alana said the first time he had done it.

      Gavin looked at her, and realized that he was looking up at her.

      “A little too much, it seems,” he said.

      “How does it feel?”

      “It feels…”

      He wasn’t quite sure how to describe what it felt like. There was a weirdness to it, and his body seemed to move differently. More than that, he felt powerful. Maybe changing to this compact shape allowed him an amount of strength that he wouldn’t have had otherwise.

      He turned in place, focusing and trying to work through that, but he lost control over the energy and quickly slammed it outward. As he was losing control, the sudden shift happened rapidly enough that it seemed as if everything was blurring past him.

      Then he felt strange again.

      He worked with that feeling. He had to gain a measure of control over it, and as he attempted to compress that energy down and slide it through him, he started to feel as if there was a way to use that, which he had not considered before. He could hold it down inside himself the same way he had once pulled from his core reserves, only the reverse.

      Once he had that revelation, everything seemed to work much more easily.

      Gavin immediately forced that odd, slippery energy down inside him. As he did, he felt it compressing, and he recognized that he had some semblance of control over how he compressed it and how it flowed through him.

      With a small smile on her face, Alana watched him work. “What’s the secret for you?”

      “It’s just like my core reserves… only not,” he said. “I realize how confusing that sounds.”

      “No, it doesn’t sound confusing at all. It sounds as if you’ve found something familiar to you and are using that.”

      Once he had done that, Gavin took more and more time working with it, compressing and controlling that amount of power. All he wanted was some ability to decide what his size would be. He didn’t want to be too large, and he didn’t want to be too small. He wanted to be himself.

      “Do you think I could unfold myself larger here?” he asked her at the end of the first day.

      “It’s possible,” she said, “but I suspect that if you were to do that, you would need to draw on something. You might need to pull from the other side.”

      “I see. Maybe that’s what they were doing when they came across. The creatures, that is.”

      Only, that didn’t make a lot of sense. If the creatures were crawling across, pulling on that power, then Gavin would have expected them to have some connection that might permit them to do—and to be—more. Unless they were drawing on power here, the same way he was drawing power from the other side.

      He didn’t know.

      And until he had a better answer, maybe he couldn’t know.

      As the second day went on and Gavin continued to gain more control, he found himself walking around the perimeter of Yoran, not getting close enough to alarm anybody inside the city, but he wanted to know if he could move while also adjusting things. Surprisingly, it worked. He was able to filter some of that power down inside himself, balling it up, much like he had once balled up his core reserves.

      And if he could mingle the different powers, exploding his newfound energy outward so that his size changed while also channeling his core reserves—and possibly even the bralinath magic—then maybe he could do something else.

      The possibilities were considerable, and he started thinking about how he was going to use his power when he confronted Anna again, but his thoughts were interrupted by a strange tugging sensation.

      Gavin had no idea what he was picking up on, only that some part of it was pressing through him. It was distant, and reminded him of the bralinath power, but the way he felt it was unusual. The sensation came from someplace that was odd to him. The more he focused on it, the more he began to recognize that the power he was picking up on seemed to drift from somewhere else.

      And then he recognized what it was: the detections he and Jayna had set up to find the order.

      He froze.

      Alana had returned to the city, leaving him so he had some time on his own, at least for a little while. He had not expected to detect any signs of the order like this, especially since what he was feeling now reminded him of a slight tug on a string, as if he had truly linked to that space.

      Without thinking too much about it, Gavin shot upward on the Lightning Strikes pattern. He barely managed to hold on to his size, remaining compressed, and he started moving north in the direction of what he’d detected.

      Then he saw another movement. A darkened shape. At first, he thought it was a renral or some other massive bird, but that wasn’t it at all.

      A dragon.

      It wasn’t the one he normally traveled with, which was now flying behind him, seemingly drawn by the same thing Gavin had been drawn by. This dragon was smaller, but it would’ve had the same origin.

      He pushed forward and caught up to it, and was only slightly surprised to see Jayna seated on top of the dragon.

      “You felt it?” she called over, seemingly unconcerned by his sudden appearance—or by whatever size he was managing to hold at this point. Gavin had no idea how big or small he was.

      He nodded. “I hadn’t expected anything.”

      “Me neither,” she said. “Honestly, I didn’t think we were going to find anything. But if they’re now active…”

      Gavin understood. If the order was now active, then…

      They streaked forward. They didn’t have to go far before they found the trail. The bizarre tug of energy that he had been aware of was still pulling on him, as if trying to guide him and force him to follow that power. He felt it blooming inside him.

      They landed on the outskirts of a barren section of rock, the remains of some ancient temple that had long ago crumbled. This was one of the more obscure places he’d visited with Jayna, and one of the easier ones to reach. The structure wasn’t El’aras, or at least he didn’t think so, but even older.

      He dropped to the ground, and Jayna landed next to him.

      “Hey there, big guy,” she said with a small laugh.

      He looked over—and down. With a start, he realized that he’d lost control over what he was doing. He immediately began to squeeze that power down, compressing himself until he was what he assumed was his usual size.

      “Sorry about that,” he said.

      Jayna shrugged. “No need to be sorry. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m adjusting.”

      She snorted. “You know, when I was chasing Ceran and all those different fragments, that felt like all I was ever doing—adjusting. I never really felt like I had a chance to adjust, if that makes any sense.”

      Gavin nodded. “It makes perfect sense. I feel much the same way. It’s like I’m always racing and chasing, and never catching.”

      She grinned at him. “That’s an interesting way of phrasing it, but maybe it works. Are you going to be okay with this?”

      “I am.”

      If she had asked that not even two days ago, Gavin might’ve responded differently. He had felt as if some part of him were stretched and strained, and he had started to feel a little helpless about what had happened to him, and with him. But gradually, he had come to terms with this power and what it meant for him. Gradually, he had come to realize that what he could do, and the way he could use that power, was useful. It had to be, didn’t it?

      “You see anything?” Jayna asked. “Wait. Maybe the better question for you is whether you feel anything. You have that Leier ability, don’t you? The one that allows Imogen to pick up on magic?”

      “It’s not really a Leier ability,” he said.

      She shot him a look of amusement. “No? Are you saying I could learn how to do it?”

      “Oh, I don’t know if you can or not,” Gavin said. “You need to learn how to fight with a sword and become a true sword master, and—”

      She shook her head. “And here you were giving me hope.” She held out her ring, and a mysterious reddish sword emerged from it. “But I do have a blade.”

      It wasn’t that different than his own, he noticed. “Then you can learn.”

      “But would you teach me?” There was something almost playful in the way she asked it.

      Gavin grinned. “I might be convinced to teach.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t mind learning a few new tricks. I’m always interested in new techniques, after all.”

      “Maybe you can teach me about sorcery.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “I was actually kidding.”

      “Why? You obviously have access to magic. And if you’re part El’aras, then it seems like it would make sense for you to have the ability to learn something that’s similar to sorcery. I doubt it’s all that much different.”

      “That would actually be great.”

      Gavin began to focus, forming Tree Stands in the Forest. The sacred patterns didn’t feel any different since he had changed. He was thankful for that. And as soon as he formed it, he felt power. It was vague, and it was not here.

      He glanced over to Jayna. “What would you say if I asked if you wanted to travel somewhere?”

      “Travel how?”

      “Well…”

      She shook her head. “You know, Eva is going to be quite upset if you get me killed.” But she stepped closer to him.

      When he slipped his arm around her, she winked.

      Gavin folded.

      He followed what he felt. Folding felt so vastly different than when he had done it in the past. As he was folding, he realized that he hadn’t even needed to use the sacred pattern to travel here in the first place. He might’ve been able to just use his newfound connection to traveling.

      When he emerged, everything within him went cold.

      “The library,” he said.

      They were inside the ancient library, but there was a strange haziness over it that hadn’t existed before.

      And they were not alone.

      An older man dressed all in gray stood with two others, and they immediately froze the moment that Gavin and Jayna appeared.

      “Jayna,” he hurriedly said.

      She nodded. “On it.”

      With a wave of her hand, a bubble of energy formed around those three. They couldn’t move. They struggled, and it looked as if they were using the same type of lettering magic that Tenender had used, but it didn’t work against Jayna’s sorcery. Whatever Sul’toral power she was drawing on held them in place in a way they weren’t able to get past.

      Gavin strode up to the bubble and glowered at them. “Where are the rest of you?”

      “Hey, Gavin?” Jayna said, and he glanced back at her. “You might want to get a handle on things again.”

      He realized he had lost control of his size once more. He squeezed, compressing himself down, and the lead man watched him with a look of horror on his face.

      “Where are the rest of you?” Gavin said again.

      “We are not your fight,” the man said, his voice clipped and accented.

      Gavin couldn’t quite place where he was from. He had dark skin, dark gray eyes, and thick brows. The other two with him had sharper chins than him, with larger noses. Neither spoke.

      “No? You haven’t been helping the El’aras? You haven’t been forming these openings?”

      “The order is dormant,” the man said. “If that is your fear, then know that we are not responsible. You could have asked Telluminder.” He looked past Gavin, toward Jayna.

      Jayna frowned, stepping toward him. “Well, Telluminder doesn’t always give me the right information, so now we’re asking you. What is the order doing?”

      “Release us, and we can talk.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “Talk, and then we’ll release you. If we hear what we want to hear, then maybe we won’t destroy you.”

      The man glanced at the others with him, then nodded. He turned back to Gavin and stood rigid. It occurred to Gavin that he actually seemed concerned. Maybe afraid. Terrified, even.

      “We have detected what’s been changing,” he said. “The influence, that is. It started slowly, but it has been intensifying. There is considerable evidence of the Others’ growing involvement.”

      “The Others?” Jayna said. “I think you’re going to need to be more specific.”

      The man flicked his gaze to her, then to Gavin. “The Others,” he said, nodding at Gavin. “Like you.”

      “I’m no Other,” Gavin said. “I’m the person who dealt with the rest of your order, including Tenender and Arinath. So if you aren’t going to give me any more information…”

      He allowed himself to expand, and the man’s eyes widened.

      “We don’t know anything about them,” the man went on hurriedly. “We have found evidence of them in various places, and we’ve tracked them for generations upon generations, searching for answers. We have not found any. We know that they touch this world, but they do not generally influence it. Every so often, we can feel their power, but we cannot use it. We’ve tried. And those you have dealt with”—he gestured to Gavin—“intended to do more with that power, thinking they could gain mastery over it.”

      There was a moment of quiet, and in that silence, Gavin had the distinct sense that there was an unasked question as to how he had managed to gain his control.

      “So what do they want?”

      The man shook his head. “We have never known. They influence, but infrequently. They had left records.”

      “Records?” Jayna asked.

      “Books,” Gavin said. “That’s what they have left, haven’t they?”

      “Occasionally,” the man said. “We have collected them, and we bring them here.”

      Gavin looked around, truly seeing where they were for the first time. It was similar to their library, but slightly different. The shelves were almost identical, but they weren’t overflowing with books in the same way. The walls weren’t quite as high. The lanterns were unlit. The stone floor had cracks in places.

      Then how would those books have suddenly appeared in their library?

      Because of the venting of power, he suspected. Something was changing, the boundaries collapsing. All of it was shifting.

      “So how do we stop these Others?” Gavin asked.

      The man scoffed. “Stop? You won’t be able to stop them. I thought you wanted to join them.”

      “No. I have no interest in joining with them. All I want is to ensure that this world isn’t destroyed by what they’re doing.”

      “It won’t be destroyed. They only seek to influence.”

      Gavin shook his head, frustration rising as he stared at them. He had to gain control over his anger as well, which was one more thing that had grown slippery, just like his ability to control his size.

      “I don’t—”

      Jayna suddenly gasped.

      Gavin glanced over to her. Her bubble of power had popped. He spun, bracing to fight the order, but he didn’t need to. There was a burst of energy that was similar to the folding power, and then the three figures were gone.

      Gavin focused, trying to track them, but the lingering energy was different and more diffuse than before.

      “Well?” Jayna asked. “What do we do now?”

      “What I needed to do before,” he said.

      “Which is?”

      “Deal with the El’aras, I suspect. Maybe once we figure that out, we can figure out what else they’re doing and why.”

      “So do you believe them?” she asked.

      He looked at where the order had been. “They looked scared. They didn’t look like they were trying to make up stories. Honestly, they look like—”

      “Scholars,” Jayna said. “I feel the same way. So if they’re telling the truth and there are these Others, who are they?”

      Gavin frowned. “Better yet, what are they?”

      He looked around, and though the library was filled with strange books, he wasn’t worried about it. He assumed he could come back here. He had done it once. Next time he could bring Wrenlow and Char, and they might be able to see what the order knew.

      He grabbed Jayna and folded them back. As soon as they landed, Gavin felt a curious sensation. Maybe it was just the transition, or the folding itself, but whatever it was, he could feel it flowing all around him. It was like lines of energy were coursing through, reaching weak points and coming out.

      It was this power that was venting from the other side.

      And he could sense the source.

      It was distant, but closer here than it had been in Yoran.

      “Well, I guess I was right about what I need to do,” he muttered.

      Jayna arched a brow. “Oh yeah?”

      He was going to have to stop the El’aras. He was going to have to stop Anna.

      But could he?
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      Gavin continued to work with his new power. He had been training, but it didn’t react to him the way that he needed. Every time he thought he had a measure of control over it, it seemed as if it slipped away from him and whatever control he had.

      He needed to keep from exploding. Not only with his size—though that was going to be increasingly important the longer he was in his own realm, since he towered over everybody—but also his emotions. It was all exploding.

      He had been looking for other places that might have erupted and following the dragon, but other than the vents, he had not found any additional chasms. Even the vents were easy enough to seal off now that he had this power. All he had to do was focus on the Leier patterns, and some part of himself reacted by compressing the ground.

      His friends had wanted to stay with him out of concern, but Gavin wasn’t sure there was anything they’d be able to do to help, as he wasn’t even sure there was anything he could do.

      What he didn’t want to tell them was that he needed time alone to try to master this new power so that he didn’t lose control over it, though he suspected that Gaspar understood. And he wanted to ensure that he did not harm anyone as he struggled with everything.

      It was no different, in some respects, to when he had first started to use his core reserves, when he’d come to realize that the power he had inside himself was tied to some deeper part of him.

      Gavin needed control.

      “What are you doing?” Gaspar said through the enchantment. He had been checking on Gavin periodically ever since the injury and his subsequent recovery.

      Gavin knew it was out of concern, but he needed time—and space.

      Yet he also needed his friends to know that he appreciated their concern for him.

      “Searching,” he said.

      “You don’t have to do this alone, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “I know I don’t. But I’m also testing things.”

      “Trying to figure out how to control it?”

      At least Gaspar wasn’t arguing with him about his new power and whether or not there would be any way for him to control it. From the beginning, Gaspar had been concerned about Gavin’s desire to try to control this ability.

      “I have to gain some control over traveling,” Gavin said. “And this power. If it’s stuck in me…” He didn’t finish that thought. He wasn’t sure how.

      That was the real concern.

      He didn’t know if that power was stuck within him, or if eventually he could fold it out of himself. Alana seemed to think that the power had been bridged into him, though she didn’t know if it was permanent.

      The more Gavin worked with it, the more he felt as if it was now a part of him. The connection might not have been permanent had she not used the spike, but the spike had folded some of that power into him, adding to what he could do.

      “I just don’t want anybody to get hurt,” Gavin said. “And if it takes me going back…”

      “If you go back, you’re not going alone,” Gaspar said.

      “It’s not an if, it’s a when.”

      “I know, boy.”

      “I have to understand why this power continues to bubble through, Gaspar. I just don’t know what’s behind it. If it’s not the order, it has to be something that Anna has done, but I just don’t understand what it might be.” Gavin sighed. Something was off, but he couldn’t tell what it was. “I can feel it now in a way I couldn’t before. It’s like the new part of me is aware of the way that power is moving around me. Around us. I can feel it flowing, attempting to vent through. And part of me wonders what would happen if it were to do so.”

      “You’ve seen it. You know what would happen,” Gaspar said. “You have to stop it.”

      “I know. I might be the only one who can because of how much I’ve changed. I can’t help but think that I’m going to change even more.”

      “You wouldn’t be what you are if you didn’t change.”

      “The Chain Breaker?”

      Gaspar was quiet for a moment, and when his voice came through, it was a little stronger, but it was also more serious than it usually was. “You have to stop thinking of yourself in those terms. You are more than just the Chain Breaker. I know you want to be there for your people and your friends, but they want you because of you, not just because of what you can do to protect them.”

      Gavin wasn’t exactly sure if that was true.

      “You just have to accept the way things are,” Gaspar said.

      “The problem is that if I always accepted things the way they are, I wouldn’t have been able to do the things I did.”

      Gaspar snorted. “You know what? Maybe you’re right. But that still don’t mean you’ve got to deal with this all by yourself.”

      “I’m not,” Gavin said. “The Leier are off attempting to seal some of these openings, and I know that Jayna and Eva and apparently some of the other Ashara are searching.”

      That had been a bit surprising to Gavin to learn. He hadn’t known that Eva was still in contact with that many of the Ashara, and they had been searching for and trying to close some of the smaller openings.

      “Even the enchanters have been helping,” Gavin said.

      A few of them had been able to detect the power coming from the other side, and had made enchantments that would allow them to detect any opening. They had started to use those to pick up on some of the smaller openings, bringing the Leier with them, who traveled by renral. The team that Gavin had assembled was working.

      But none of this provided him with answers.

      Jayna had gone to Telluminder to try to understand more about this power, but she hadn’t wanted Gavin to go along out of concern about how Telluminder might react to Gavin’s newfound power. He had agreed with her, worried about how Telluminder might treat him and want to study him in some way.

      He was tempted to go to the dormant order, but not yet. Not until he better understood himself and his power. He didn’t want to run the risk of them taking advantage of his inexperience and using or manipulating him.

      It was why he needed to handle this on his own.

      “You still there, boy?”

      “I’m still here,” Gavin said.

      He was troubled, though, and maybe that was part of the problem. He had been trying to figure out his power, trying to understand the source of it, and trying to make sense of what was happening in the world, but if everything truly did originate from the other realm, then searching on their side and closing up these vents wasn’t going to do anything. He and the others could search and search, but once again, they were just chasing rather than dealing with the actual threat.

      Gavin could feel the power in the world now. He couldn’t control it, but he could feel it.

      “I wonder if I’ve been going about this the wrong way,” Gavin said.

      “Well, we’ve been closing things off,” Gaspar said. “I imagine you’re going to say that we need to guide all of this in one place.”

      “I thought about that, and I thought that maybe we might be able to sweep some of the power in one direction, then try to create some sort of rebuttal to what they’re doing.”

      “Even when we close the openings, that doesn’t close them permanently. Everything we’ve done, and every way that we’ve done it, has been challenging.”

      “Exactly,” Gavin said. “Because we’re chasing. We have to stop chasing the different openings and figure out what’s causing them all, then disrupt it.”

      “Or maybe you just need to deal with them,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin knew what he meant, and more than that, he knew who he meant. Gaspar wanted him to deal with the El’aras. They were to blame, after all.

      But did he have to do it alone?

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

      “It’s about time you felt that way. When do we attack?”

      “We aren’t going to attack. Well, not really.”

      “Wait. You want to work with the El’aras?” Gaspar asked.

      “It’s not so much that I want to work with them, but Brandon was willing to come to me. And he made it clear that not all the El’aras feel the same way Anna does. If we can find others who are willing to work with us, we can use them. Maybe we can figure out what Anna is doing and understand how to stop it. Maybe I can bring her back.”

      There was silence for a moment.

      “I’m concerned about you, boy.”

      Gavin rolled his eyes. “Oh, why now?”

      “You’ve always had a hard time with that one since you first saw her.”

      “I haven’t had a hard time with her.”

      “I think you were supposed to kill her when you first met her.”

      Gavin snorted. “Well, maybe I did have a somewhat harder time with her, but you can’t blame me for that.”

      “I don’t blame you for your inability to kill her,” Gaspar said. “Still, you’ve been in a unique situation with her. You have a bond of a sort, more than just the Champion and the Shard.”

      “Maybe we could have,” Gavin said, his voice soft. “But I don’t think so any longer.”
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      Gavin could feel power blooming all around him. He had chosen a place deep in the forest, far from the original El’aras forest and the bralinath trees and the potential that they offered him, mostly because he wanted to avoid reminding Anna of what he had done.

      He could feel that power, and it was more than just the bralinath trees. Now he could feel traces of magic, and the longer he focused on those, the more he started to understand the venting of energy. It was somehow working deep beneath the earth and spilling upward from a single source.

      Every time he closed one off, others built up more pressure, and the only way he could stop it would be by severing the connection altogether.

      “I don’t like this,” Gaspar said.

      “You stay in the tree and watch,” Gavin said.

      He didn’t turn, but he knew that Gaspar was behind him, crouching up against the trunk of one of the trees. He wasn’t the only one. Imogen was also there, along with several of the other Leier, all prepared for the possibility of some sort of threat to Gavin.

      They weren’t the only ones there. Mekel had made half a dozen different enchantments, all massive stone golems that had crawled beneath the ground, buried and ready for Gavin to summon them. The golems wouldn’t be fast attackers, but when it came to the El’aras, it wasn’t always about speed—though it often was. Sometimes it was more about the ability to minimize what the El’aras could do.

      “I’m staying in the tree, but I still don’t like it,” Gaspar said. “I feel like you are too out in the open.”

      “I have to be, because I have to make it look like I’m ready and waiting and prepared for…” Gavin shook his head. “Well, I have to be ready for whatever she decides to do. I just need her to know that I don’t want to hurt her.”

      “She can draw on this power, Gavin. And if she does, and if you can’t stop her, or if you won’t…”

      Gavin didn’t need for him to finish. He understood Gaspar’s concern, as it was the same one he had. If she was able to draw that power up and transition it between the realms, then there was a very real possibility that she might be able to summon some of that energy and use it against them. There was still an uncertainty about what she was able to do and the kind of power she was able to summon. More than that, there was also the uncertainty about the type of connection she might use and what would happen with it. And unfortunately, the more he focused, the more certain he was of just what it was that they might need to do.

      This power would rip through the world, and he needed Anna to realize that so she could understand what she had done by bridging that power here. If she didn’t, he knew what he had to do—something he dreaded.

      “I’m getting alerts that something is moving,” Gaspar said.

      “Good,” Gavin said. “I was hoping that you would. I can’t feel anything, but…”

      But he didn’t have enough enchantments placed the way that others did, so he had no idea whether there would be anything more coming in their direction. He believed that there was the possibility that there’d be something else out there, but so far, he hadn’t found it.

      It was a waiting game.

      Gavin wasn’t always the most patient, but in this case, after he’d sent the message and given the location of where they needed to meet, he wanted to be prepared.

      And yet he was not emotionally prepared for what he would have to do.

      A rippling effect suddenly appeared before him, and he focused, feeling the strangeness of his core reserves and the energy that coursed within him. He immediately began to form a blade between his hands. When he did, he tried to keep it from exploding power from him, but the one thing that had changed considerably ever since he’d gained this new ability was just how much his power shifted. Gavin didn’t have great control over it the way he thought he needed, despite working at that.

      He let that power build within him, and then he turned slowly.

      “That’s a neat trick,” he said, and he frowned at Anna. “I didn’t realize you had learned how to transfer quite so easily.”

      She stood in front of him, and her entire being seemed to crackle with power. He had always known her to be a powerful El’aras, but this was something different. This stemmed from whatever she was doing when it came to the other side.

      “Did you call me here to play games?” Anna asked.

      Gavin shifted his core reserves, and this time he folded a bit of that power, letting it spread outward. Surprisingly, when he did that, he was able to feel for even more of the strangeness that was around him. He recognized that there were five others nearby, five El’aras who had probably just transferred in the same way that Anna had, and who had not triggered any of his enchantments. Even more alarming, they hadn’t even been detected by any of the Leier that were waiting for them, which suggested that they were far more dangerous than he had anticipated.

      How much power were they drawing on?

      “Why don’t we just show our hands,” he said.

      He whistled.

      Gaspar groaned through the enchantment, but then he dropped, landing on the ground near the base of the tree. Imogen stepped forward, practically floating, as did two of the other Leier, but not all of them.

      “I thought we were showing our hands,” Anna said.

      “I count five of your people that haven’t even stepped forward,” Gavin said. When her face didn’t change, he shrugged. “Five you’re still hiding. And I suspect that there may be more.”

      “You want to talk about the enchantments you have hidden?”

      “If you want,” he said. “But that’s not why I called you here.”

      She said nothing.

      Gavin waited for her to reveal the others, and when she didn’t, he wondered if there might be something he could do. And then he decided that the only way he could do anything was to stop hiding.

      So he released the power that had folded up inside him, and he shifted. It was the only way he could describe it. The power unfolded in him, unfurling until he began to feel it flowing through him. He grew, stretching, and as he did, it seemed as if he was able to draw upon something else.

      Gavin had not allowed himself to shift into this expanded form all that often because he wasn’t comfortable with it, and he wasn’t comfortable with the possibility that what he was able to do, and how he was able to use this power, was even safe to be released like this. But now that he had expanded, he recognized that there was some hidden power, something more than what he was able to feel otherwise.

      He could call on more of the energy, which bloomed inside him, far more potently than he had felt before.

      He breathed out, feeling that power, feeling the energy, and feeling some part of it calling to him.

      “It seems that you have grasped for power,” she said.

      “Not exactly,” Gavin said.

      He tried something he had not attempted before, but maybe he should have—he began to pull on the power all around him that flowed from some strange connection to the other realm.

      Using that, he folded, but in a different way. He folded the existing power that he was summoning, then drew it toward him in a manner that allowed him to control and manipulate some of the other energy that was there.

      There were several grunts, and then the five hidden El’aras—actually six, now that Gavin had pulled on that power—were drawn into the open.

      Anna’s eyes narrowed.

      “I’m sorry I had to do that,” he said, “but I thought we should have all our cards on the table.”

      “And what of the other Leier?”

      Gavin waved a hand. “They are there, and you know about them, so does it make a difference?”

      “It does if you want to have an open discussion.”

      Gavin snorted. “Open. It doesn’t feel like that’s what you’re after.”

      “I am here, Gavin Lorren.”

      “You are here,” he agreed.

      He waited for her to say something more, and when she didn’t, he let out a frustrated sigh. “I know that you’ve been looking for something different. When you felt as if the bralinath trees were adding power to something different, you started to question your own connection.”

      “Actually,” Anna said, “when the bralinath trees were connected to something else, we became aware of how we could no longer rely on our elders. You took them from us.”

      Gavin made sure he focused his conversation on the others around him and not so much on Anna. He needed them to hear, and to listen to what he was saying.

      “That wasn’t what I did,” he said, voice raised. “The elders asked that of me. And if you can feel it, and if you know that, then you also know the truth.”

      Anna didn’t answer immediately, but eventually she fixed him with a glare. “Did you do this to try to undermine my authority?”

      “Do you think I need to do this to undermine your authority?” He stared at her. “It seems to me that you’ve done that well enough yourself.”

      “If that’s how this will go, then it is time for us to depart.”

      “Not quite yet,” Gavin said.

      “You do not command me,” she said.

      “I don’t intend to command you. I would never make that mistake. But I do want to talk to you. I want to talk to your people, and I want them to have an opportunity to know what you plan. More than that, I want you to have an opportunity to talk to me about what you’ve done and the damage you have caused.”

      She stepped toward him. “Damage?”

      “Yes,” Gavin said. “You don’t feel what you’re doing? You don’t feel the way you’re destroying everything around us?” He was quiet, giving her a chance to draw on the power here, wondering if she would do it. “You might believe that how you’ve been pulling on that power is the same as what you would do to the bralinath trees. You might believe that you can feel the energy that’s coming through, and you might think it’s a gift you deserve, but it’s causing damage. You are aware of it. Even if you have chosen to ignore everything, you’re still aware of it. You have to know it’s there, otherwise you wouldn’t have set the security that you have around your new city. You’re aware of it because you know that the creatures that have been attacking are tied to it.”

      She glowered at him. It was weird to experience these reactions out of Anna because he thought he should be able to work with her, and he’d thought for a long time that the two of them would be allies. To be honest, he had thought that maybe they would be more than allies. Now that he saw the way she was reacting, and he saw the anger in her gaze, he found himself wondering if such a thing would even be possible.

      And yet, maybe it wasn’t all her fault. What did he know about what Anna had been through, after all?

      Gavin had brought her to the other realm, where they’d been under attack. What if she had been injured the way he had? Hadn’t he felt whispering when he’d been in that realm?

      That power had practically demanded he use it. He had resisted, and he no longer heard it, but that was only because of what Alana had done for him. Had he not been healed, maybe he would’ve lost control as well.

      He focused on what he could feel from her, which was not all that much. Ever since they had returned from the other realm, she had left and tried to recover. Gavin had known that she would want to do whatever it took to protect her people, but he had also started to question what that might look like. Increasingly, he found himself wondering exactly what it was that she could do. And what it was that she had done.

      As he focused and used a combination of the Leier pattern, his bralinath power, and this new energy, he felt a strange puncture wound on her. It was discrete and distinct, but it was radiating from her. She was hurt.

      He turned his attention to her, and he turned his awareness to the folding and the power within him as he concentrated on what was there within her.

      “You’ve been influenced by it,” he said, though it was mostly to himself. He didn’t think that the others would understand. For that matter, Gavin wasn’t even sure that he understood how. “When we were there. When I was working with the ancient power. You must’ve been injured.”

      “When you were destroying our elders, I may have been hurt,” she admitted, “but I have recovered. And I have found what you were trying to take away.”

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t destroying them. I was connecting them to something else. Something they wanted. That they needed. If you’d been willing to listen to what I was trying to show you, you would’ve known.”

      “I was fully aware of what you were doing, the way you were corrupting it and how you took from our elders.”

      He focused on what she was saying, trying to figure out a way to help her, but he wasn’t sure how he was going to be able to do that. Not only did he have to get through to her, but he had to help her, and he might even need to help the other El’aras with her.

      Brandon had said that some of the other El’aras had also changed. What if they had gone across to the other side, gotten influenced, and ended up like Anna? What if they all heard the whispers?

      “I know what it’s like to be drawn into this,” Gavin said.

      He took a step toward her. The El’aras all stiffened, and he had the distinct sense that they were preparing to fight. He pushed outward, downward, feeling the pull of the tree pattern. He used that to connect to Imogen—if anybody would be able to help him, it would be her. But it wasn’t just her who seemed to understand what was going on.

      Gaspar appeared by his side, and the other Leier suddenly emerged, stepping forward. Trees grew and blossomed, all of them sharing power.

      All of them drawing on the same sacred pattern.

      All of them surrounding Anna.

      Gavin looked at her. “I didn’t see it before, and I’m sorry. I see it now.”

      “What do you see?” she said.

      “I see how much you suffered.”

      He started toward her, preparing to fight someone he had once considered a friend.
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      There was no fight. At least, not a traditional one.

      He didn’t want to battle Anna. He didn’t want to hurt her.

      Thankfully, it was not necessary.

      As soon as the Leier moved forward, bracing themselves with their patterns, the El’aras did nothing to stop them. It was almost as if they understood what it was that Gavin was doing, recognizing that there was no danger to the way he and his allies were trying to help. He continued to stretch power around, and he used it to hold Anna.

      He could feel the anger within her. How had he not seen it before?

      He should have.

      Then again, he had understood that she was upset, and he’d felt responsible for that, at least to a certain extent. And in some ways, he was responsible for it because he was the one who’d drawn on that power, and he was the one who had been willing to push and to shift power. And he was the reason so much had changed.

      Anna looked at the others with her.

      “They aren’t going to help,” Gavin said. “The Leier have them. If they don’t, then the enchantments have them. We’re going to help them as much as we can. I’m going to help you.”

      “You don’t want to help my people.”

      He felt her trembling, and he felt what she was attempting to do.

      She was trying to fold.

      Gavin moved faster than he knew was possible for him, almost as though he had simply blinked and moved from one place to the next. He grabbed Anna, gripping her hands behind her back. She was attempting to fight, to break free, but even as he held on to her, he recognized that something within him—that new part of him that had bonded to a different kind of power—was allowing him to keep her from folding away. Whatever had happened to him, and whatever way Gavin had bridged that power inside him, had changed things for him. He no longer had to fear the possibility that somebody would use that kind of power against him or force him to fold in a way he didn’t want.

      Gavin tried to hold on to as much as he could, before looking at Gaspar and knowing what he needed to do.

      “Stay here.”

      Gaspar frowned at him. “Where are you—”

      Gavin folded with Anna in tow.

      He didn’t travel to the other realm. He had never tried using it to travel from one place to another, but somehow it seemed as if this technique, whatever was tied to this new part of him, allowed him to do so much more easily than he ever would’ve expected before. When he emerged, he found himself inside the enchanters’ fortress.

      Folding within Yoran was risky, given that the protections around the city might have prevented him from pushing all the way through, but so far they didn’t seem to be stopping him from doing anything or going anywhere.

      Three enchanters raced toward them.

      “I need Alana,” he said.

      One of them, a black-haired woman by the name of Amy, sprinted off. She was something of a fighter, as her enchantments allowed her to make concussive blasts of energy. With her gone, Gavin didn’t think that the others would attack or try to apprehend him, but they also seemed as if they were waiting, watching, and attempting to decide whether he was going to do anything dangerous.

      When Alana came striding toward them, she was in her more mature form.

      She looked at him, then Anna. “She has been touched,” Alana said.

      “That’s what it seems like,” Gavin said.

      “She’s trying to fight it, but it’s not something she can really fight.”

      “Can you help her?”

      Alana stepped toward Anna and rested a hand on her. Anna began to bark and thrash. Gavin needed to keep her from harming Alana, but he wasn’t sure he had enough strength to do so given how powerful Anna was.

      He used every bit of his new power, squeezing it through him. It felt nothing like when he used his core reserves or the bralinath power. This was something else, as if he were folding some strange energy that flowed inside him. Then the pressure began to ease.

      Alana folded power through Anna, shifting it in a way Anna wouldn’t be able to stop. She might kick and fight and thrash, but Alana simply healed her, such as it was.

      Power shifted inside Anna, which had to be the same way that power had shifted inside him. It was odd to feel that from what was happening and to be aware of the energy as he now was. But he could feel it. He sensed how difficult this was for Anna.

      She clenched her jaw, and something within her started to change.

      She was unfolding. Gavin could feel it, even though he wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing or why she was unfolding the way she was. The method in which she was holding power unfurled her energy, and it was how she was going to unleash her true potential.

      That power slipped through Anna, unfolding within her.

      Then Anna sagged and fell to the ground.

      Something within her felt different. She also looked taller than she normally was.

      Her power had merged. It was the same thing that had happened to him.

      “Why did you do it that way?” Gavin asked Alana.

      “Because I didn’t think there was any other choice,” she said. “I tried, but it felt similar to you. Whatever was there had been there for a while. It was corrupting her in a way I couldn’t alter. I attempted to filter it, but I could feel how it still lingered inside her.”

      “She was injured like I was,” he said. “And I don’t know if it’s because of the El’aras connection, or if it’s just this place, but it changed her.” He looked over toward Anna. “Did you use a spike?”

      “I did something, but…” Alana shook her head. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure what I did. The knowledge is there, and I followed it.” Her brow furrowed, her expression darkening. “I wonder what it means that I know how to do that, though. What if I’m to blame?”

      Gavin put his hand on her shoulder. “You are not to blame. Not for any of this.” He looked at Anna again. “Had I been paying attention, I might have been able to help her before now. Do you think we’re going to have to help the rest of her people?”

      They were not his people. Maybe they could be in time, but not anytime soon.

      “I will do whatever I can,” Alana said.

      Gavin worried about what would’ve happened had that power lingered inside Anna, and whether or not it would be given a chance to continue to grow. Instead of arguing, he just nodded. “Is it something you could teach me?” he asked.

      “I don’t know that I can. This may be something I need to do.” Alana hesitated, and then she wrinkled her nose. “How many do you think are affected in this way?”

      “I don’t really know. She has an entire city of El’aras.”

      “I imagine it’s built over one of these vents.”

      Gavin thought about the way the stone had been pulled from the earth, and the odd energy he had felt when he’d first gone to the El’aras city. He had thought that it was tied to the stonemasons working their El’aras abilities, but what if that had not been the key at all? What if it had all been tied to Anna demonstrating her power?

      She had opened the connection.

      She was the reason for everything that had happened.

      And he was going to have to stop it somehow to save his realm.

      “What… What did you do to me?” Anna whispered. Her voice sounded a little deeper, richer than it had before. She started to sit up, and she rubbed her forehead.

      “You had an influence in you,” he said. “I know what it was like because it was an influence that was there for me as well. It…” An idea came to him, and he frowned as he was reminded of something they had experienced before. “It was similar to the dark fragments that cause dark sorcery.”

      “El’aras cannot be consumed by such fragments,” Anna said.

      “Maybe not normally, but you were. It changed something for you the same way it changed something for me, though I didn’t have it affecting me for quite as long as you did.” Gavin unfolded himself, but held on to some of the power so that he didn’t expand as much as he could.

      “Why did you do this to me?” she snapped.

      “You had this power inside you, and there was nothing I was able to do otherwise. You needed to have it removed. I’m sorry, but this was necessary.”

      Anna got to her feet, wobbling for a moment, as if the new addition to her and her connection was too much for her.

      She glowered at Gavin.

      He had naively thought that helping her would make a difference. They had sealed this power inside her and at least helped with some of that modification. But obviously, that wasn’t going to be the case.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I didn’t want to harm you. I wanted to help you.”

      “You have already harmed our people,” she said. “Everything that you have done, everything that you have become, has been harming our people.”

      There was no arguing with her about that. And in a way, she wasn’t wrong.

      “I’m not going to hold you here,” he said.

      “Just like that? You called me here, attacked me, and now you intend to let me go?”

      “I helped you.”

      She regarded him, and the look that had once carried affection for him was gone. Now only darkness lingered in her eyes. “It is disappointing.”

      Gavin watched her, and something heavy weighed in his heart. “Yes,” he said. “It’s disappointing.”

      She jerked free of him, and then he felt a surge and a channeling of power as she burst away.

      When she was gone, Alana looked at him. “What do you intend to do?”

      “This isn’t all her fault. She was attacked, and she wasn’t acting as she normally would. But we need to help the rest of the El’aras, and we need to stop whatever she started here.”

      “I can help, but it will take time,” she said.

      “Gavin?”

      Gavin froze as Gaspar’s voice cut in through his enchantment. “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “I need you to get back out here.”

      “Why?”

      “Things are starting to… change.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re fighting with the El’aras,” Gavin said.

      Gaspar grunted. “Do you want me to tell you what’s happening, or do you want me to tell you that?”

      “Well, I’d like for you not to be fighting with the El’aras.”

      “That woman just showed up, and she’s obviously been healed the same way you were, but something about her is different. So, you made her bigger, stronger, and more powerful, it seems. All of which was a pretty bad idea, considering that we can no longer hold on to the other El’aras. Imogen and her people are trying, but they can’t hold all of them. The El’aras have already beaten through the golems, and now they’re heading away. They look to be moving east. I don’t know what you intend, but she is plenty pissed off.”

      Gavin let out a sigh of annoyance. What was he going to do?

      He had thought that he could help Anna. He had thought that he might be able to make a difference.

      Now her power might be too potent for him to stop. All because he had wanted to help rather than simply neutralize the threat. How had he abandoned all of Tristan’s teachings so quickly?

      “Time to regroup,” Gavin said.

      “Already on it, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “Well, that’s good. Because we’re going to have to go to the El’aras city.”

      “Great. So what did you do to her?”

      “It seems like we healed Anna, but in the process, I might’ve started a new El’aras war.”

      Gaspar barked out a laugh.

      “I fail to see what’s so funny about that,” Gavin grumbled.

      “It’s you,” Gaspar said. “Every time you try to do something good, it gets messy, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s not my fault.”

      “Oh, it never is. I’ll meet you back in the city.”

      Gavin scrubbed a hand over his face, then looked over at Alana. “I might need your help.”

      “You have it, of course,” she said.

      “I don’t know that you really have another El’aras war coming,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin hadn’t considered that, but if the El’aras decided to attack, powered now with some new energy—the same energy that was threatening to push outward and into this world—he didn’t know if anyone would be strong enough to stop them. The last time there had been an El’aras war, sorcery had been able to contain it. Would there be enough sorcery to hold them back this time?

      He huffed out a breath. “Something is coming regardless of whether we do anything. I don’t know that I can overpower all the El’aras like this, and I don’t want to fight them. I need for them to see the mistake they’re making.”

      And he believed that they could.

      Regardless of what Anna was doing now, or what she might do, he knew her. At least, he thought he did. She wouldn’t want to do this.

      Well, the Anna he had known would not want to.

      Gavin sighed.

      “I don’t think you’ll have to fight them,” Alana said.

      “How is that?” Gaspar asked.

      She was talking to them through the communication enchantment. Somehow. When had Alana connected to their communication enchantment?

      “We have to help them.”

      Gaspar grunted. “You’ve been spending too much time around Gavin.”

      “He doesn’t want to hurt them. I don’t want to hurt them either,” she said.

      “So, what?” Gaspar said. “What do you think you can do?”

      “The same thing you’ve been doing. We have to cut off the connection. That’s the reason behind all this.”

      She wasn’t wrong, Gavin knew.

      “So we cut off the connection. How does that work?” Gaspar asked.

      “They made a link. Or they took advantage of one that already formed,” Alana said. “To be honest, I don’t know which it is. They’ve been drawing on power. You can feel it if you pay attention. It all goes to that new El’aras city. It all converges there.”

      Gavin had felt the curious flow of energy ever since he had been merged with the power of the spike, and he knew what she was saying. She wasn’t wrong. There was a flow of power that came through, mingling in a single spot. Focused there.

      “So how do we cut it off?” Gaspar asked.

      Alana looked at Gavin. “I think we have to bring their city to the other side.”

      “You want us to fold all their people over?” Gaspar asked.

      Gavin shook his head. He immediately understood what she was saying. “Not just the people. The entire city.”
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      Regrouping outside Yoran was quick. They didn’t have much time for anything else.

      Now that he had strengthened Anna, he knew there may be a limit to how much time they had before she decided to cause real problems. He didn’t know what those real problems might be, but if she chose to go after the bralinath trees and sever his connection, he would lose the only advantage he still had over her.

      The Leier had already gathered, and Imogen was getting her people ready for a fight. The enchanters were collecting different enchantments, and even the sorcerers were involved. Gaspar had also put out a call to Jayna and Eva, who had quickly come.

      This was his team. These were people willing to fight alongside him. People who understood the dangers. People who wanted to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves.

      Even if it meant protecting the El’aras.

      Gaspar, to his credit, had been opposed to the El’aras from the beginning. He had wanted Gavin to have a measure of skepticism about Anna and her intentions from the very first time they had met her. Gavin had been disinclined to feel that way, and maybe in hindsight he should have approached things differently with Anna. But he had made a mistake.

      “We can’t kill them,” Gavin said.

      “I don’t intend to kill anybody,” Gaspar said. “But I do agree with her,” he said, motioning to Alana, who had unfolded herself and now looked to be a twenty-year-old, though Gavin could tell that there was something even more mature about her than what had been there before. “She’s talking about unfolding and heading to the other realm. Once we do that, we run the risk of them being more powerful than we can contain. You both know that.”

      Gaspar wasn’t wrong. Transferring to the other realm meant that anyone who had the same connection as Gavin would be able to use it more effectively. But then, Gavin wasn’t entirely sure it made much of a difference which world they were in. Whatever the El’aras had done, and Anna in particular, had bridged that connection already, making it so they didn’t need to be in the other realm.

      “It’s not just that,” Gavin said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “I still don’t know if we’ll be able to figure out who was responsible.”

      “She was, boy,” Gaspar said.

      “She was used. She might be causing us trouble now, but she was used, Gaspar. We have to figure out who was using her.”

      “That’s not the endgame here,” Gaspar said, watching him. “The endgame is keeping the connections from pushing through. It’s to prevent additional cracks from forming in our world. It’s to preserve the powers that exist there. It’s not to chase down who you assume is responsible.”

      Gavin wanted to argue, but he realized that Gaspar wasn’t wrong.

      They had to stop the power from pushing through to their world.

      That involved finding some way to overpower what the El’aras had done. Gavin didn’t know if they had the strength to even do that much. The city would be situated over one such vent, assuming that it was what Alana believed. Maybe the most powerful vent. Having that there would allow the connection to remain, and it drew other powers through.

      “It’s going to be difficult.”

      “The best things usually are,” Gaspar said.

      Alana looked from Gavin to Gaspar. “I need to stay with you so I can help with this.”

      “I know,” Gavin said.

      That was the other part of all this that bothered him. He was allowing Alana to risk herself.

      But then, he wasn’t willing to force her to do anything else, so why shouldn’t she be able to make her own choices? It was the same way he wanted to be able to make his own choices.

      He climbed onto his dragon, letting Gaspar join him, and the Leier mounted the renral, which were crackling with lightning. Jayna and Eva had their own enchantments, and Alana finally got onto the dragon behind Gavin.

      “It still feels strange having you with me this way,” Gavin said.

      “I think you’ve protected me long enough,” she said. “At this point, I think it’s necessary for me to offer whatever I can to protect you, and the others. I think it’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      He wished he had a better answer for her, especially as he had forced her to help him before she understood herself.

      “After this is over,” he said, “you’re going to need to try to figure out more about yourself and what all this means for you.”

      “I know,” she said. “I hope you’re willing to come with me.”

      “Because you want the Chain Breaker?”

      She shrugged. “Because I think my friend would be helpful.”

      He smiled. She may look more mature, but there was still something innocent about her.

      And she was his friend too. He would do what he needed to protect her, even if he wasn’t the Chain Breaker.

      They rose into the air, and Gavin took the lead. The renral and the Leier were off to the side. The sorcerers had different enchantments that they were using to fly alongside them as well. Eva carried Jayna behind her, and they would occasionally sweep away to scout.

      By the time they reached the El’aras city, Gavin could feel the protections around it. Something about it was different, almost as if there was a beacon of power blooming from the center of the city. Within that, he could feel that power pushing up, as though it was buckling the space between.

      “They’ve already started to change things,” Gavin said. “This feels different than before.”

      “It’s even more reason for us to get this over with,” Gaspar said.

      “Once we do this, there’s a possibility there might be an attack on the other side.”

      “And you worry about them?”

      “Just because I’m angry with them doesn’t mean I want the El’aras to be slaughtered.”

      Gaspar was quiet for a moment. “Fine. We transition them over, follow them, and help if needed. Only if needed.”

      Gavin started to nod, but a burst of power exploded toward them.

      It came from the ground, and thankfully, the Leier were able to block most of it with their tree patterns, even though they were sitting astride the renral. Even if the Leier hadn’t been able to, the renral simply seemed to absorb that power. Gavin hadn’t realized that the renral had some sort of anti-magic ability, almost as if they were swallowing whatever attacks came at them.

      The sorcerers began to throw different spells outward. They were benign, little more than distraction, which allowed the Leier to take up positions around the city to frame it within their tree patterns, as they had planned.

      Gavin’s eyes widened when each of the Leier shot toward the ground using the Lightning Strikes pattern. He had expected the Leier to stay seated on the renral. And then he was even more surprised when he felt the trees beginning to form. It was like an entire forest had appeared, all of the trees creating a ring around the El’aras settlement.

      That power was blooming from the center of it.

      The renral circled, creating their own sort of pattern, crisscrossing in a way meant to deflect anything coming in their direction. Imogen had told him that the renral would have little difficulty deflecting power, though Gavin wasn’t sure he would believe it.

      But they did. Anything that came streaking at the renral was sent cascading back at the city. It also seemed as if the renral added to the Leier protections, linking them in some way. He didn’t fully understand it, but Imogen claimed that it was straightforward, at least in her mind.

      The sorcerers were adding something else. It felt like a stabilization, a secondary ring around the Leier.

      That left Gavin, Jayna, and the smaller core group.

      “You need to get me closer to that,” Alana said.

      “I know,” he said. “The renral are going to close it off, and that’s when we make our move. I just don’t know if I’m going to be able to fold all this.”

      “You know how to fold better than I do.”

      Gavin laughed. This entire conversation was ridiculous. “I know how to fold to the other realm, but you’re the one who knows how to do such things innately.”

      The dragon circled around the beam of energy in the center of the city. Gavin felt it reverberating inside him. He knew what he needed to do, but he didn’t know if he would be able to do it.

      “You need me to draw on that, don’t you?” he asked Alana.

      “You, or me,” she said. “Or possibly both of us.”

      “Will it harm me?”

      “I think you’re shielded from it, but it’s possible.”

      “And then fold all of this?” Gavin said.

      The idea seemed impossible. She wanted him to fold an entire city. They had surrounded it with Leier, renral, and sorcerers, and now they were going to draw on the very power they were threatened by in order for them to send it back. He had no idea if it would be effective, but everything within him told him that it would likely be dangerous.

      Except he knew that it was necessary. They had to remove the city, figure out the connection it had to be shielding—or forcing open—and close that link between the realms. Once he did it, then they could secure their safety. That was what this was all about.

      They got closer, and Gavin could feel power building. It pushed against everything that the others with him were doing. He could even feel an element to what Anna was doing, which surprised him. But hopefully, his people would be enough to overpower Anna and hers.

      If not, there would be a new El’aras war.

      The dragon circled, though Gavin couldn’t use it to get close.

      “Be ready,” he said to Gaspar.

      Gaspar frowned at him and flicked his gaze to Alana, and Gavin understood what he was suggesting. It was a warning. It was a threat. It was him telling Gavin that he better not let her get hurt.

      In this case, Gavin no longer knew if he could prevent that.

      She was a part of this.

      She had always been a part of it.

      And now it was time for her to fulfill her role.

      He jumped off the dragon using the Lightning Strikes pattern, carrying Alana with him. Then he shifted into Petals on the Wind and floated closer and closer to that beam of energy.

      As he did, he could feel that power bubbling, and he braced himself.

      “Do you think it’s going to work?” Gavin asked.

      “I do,” Alana said.

      The power that was building was too much. The pressure that needed to be released was too much. He had to find some way of letting it flow, or if it couldn’t, then closing it entirely.

      For him to do this, he was going to have to risk himself. He wasn’t sure if this was what he wanted to do, but he also wasn’t sure if there was anything else that he could do. He had come with a purpose. He needed to handle this.

      So he plunged the two of them into the beam of power.
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      The energy burned through him—at least, that’s how it felt. It took everything within Gavin to try to control what he was feeling, to try to gather some sense of it, to try to keep from getting overpowered by it, but everything that was blooming in him was too much.

      “Relax,” Alana said, her voice somehow sounding as if it was coming from a distance.

      The way the power attempted to overwhelm him made it difficult for him to relax. So much energy was attempting to force its way through him.

      When he had first uncovered the truth of his core reserves, Gavin had felt as if he had access to so much magic. He had felt as if his potential was limitless, and he had done great things with that power. Then he had connected to more, becoming the Champion of the El’aras and using the power granted to him. He had felt that was even greater than what he was capable of doing with his core reserves. The energy within him had swelled to the point where he was nearly unstoppable.

      Nearly, but not entirely.

      With the addition of the spike energy, Gavin had felt a much more significant connection to power than he had ever felt. That was an impossible amount of magic, and he still couldn’t control it.

      But this was more than all of that combined.

      What he felt flowing inside him was almost intoxicating, a promise that he could rip apart the world with this energy. He wanted to use it, but he feared it as well. He knew what would happen. Not only to him, but to the others with him. Those he wanted to protect.

      Relax.

      That was what Alana wanted.

      As soon as he relaxed, he felt the power starting to swell, but it didn’t need to. Gavin had to direct it the way that Alana wanted.

      She had needed him because he was the Chain Breaker. She had needed him because he might be able to hold on to this power, and he might be able to shift it. Not just because he was more familiar with how to shift things, but also because he was Gavin Lorren.

      He let that power fill him.

      When it began to feel as if it might overwhelm him, he redirected that energy and pushed downward. At first, he pushed against Anna and felt resistance as she tried to fight him. She was attempting to hold him, but he understood what she was doing now, so he was able to counter it. He continued to push until he overpowered her.

      It wasn’t just his strength allowing him to do so. Gavin was able to overpower it because he was drawing on the bralinath trees, that ancient connection he still had a link to. He was even more now. He was the Chain Breaker. He was the Champion. And he was whatever this was—spike infused, drawing from this other side, this other realm that had allowed him to summon even more magic.

      When Anna’s resistance failed, power flowed and filled the space the Leier had been holding, containing it all.

      Energy exploded.

      Then he felt Alana pushing, so he began to add his own connection, folding and bridging that change.

      There was a slow, burning pain that had not been present the other times he had folded. This one felt deliberate. Gavin recognized it as the power continued to compress inside him, changing something for him. Everything that was inside him began to hurt.

      He knew to relax, remembering how he had relaxed when he had been healed. That was how he could do this, and the only way it would work. Pain erupted within him in the same manner that it had when Alana had healed him, but he continued to push until everything went quiet.

      He crashed in a heap on top of a building, then fell inside.

      Gavin had forgotten that he’d been using Petals on the Wind to float. But as he had folded himself into this other realm, he’d released that power.

      He had enough presence of mind to hold on to Alana and make sure that she was safe, but he landed painfully, nonetheless.

      Gradually, he sat up.

      He found himself inside a large ornately decorated building that was El’aras in origin. Gavin could see the contours of the stone, the statues and other shapes that had been added by the stonemasons. He also felt the power that had drawn the stone up from the ground, linking it to this space. He tried to ignore as much of it as possible, letting it build inside him.

      Then he felt that fade, until there was nothing more.

      He glanced around.

      Anna lay on the ground, motionless. Gavin crawled over toward her, and he touched her on the arm. She was alive but injured.

      He got up, and Alana joined him. They looked around the room, and together they searched for others. They found five El’aras, and Alana went from one to another and touched them briefly, needing far less time than she had on the other side.

      Power blossomed within them. Gavin could feel the way that power was folding, even if he wasn’t entirely sure what it was that she was doing. Her control here, in this space and in this realm, was far greater than it had been on the other side. The power she had was significant, but it was the control that left Gavin marveling.

      He watched her work. “Are they…”

      “They are all restored,” she said. “At least, as much as I can make them.”

      Gavin nodded. “Good.”

      “It’s not done, Gavin Lorren.”

      “I know. If we succeed, then there will be more.”

      They stepped outside. He was concerned about leaving the El’aras behind now that they had been modified, especially with the possibility that they might be too strong for him and the others to deal with, but he didn’t want to take too long to get back to his team. They needed him.

      Most of the sorcerers, the Leier and the renral, and his dragon had stayed behind, protecting the other side. Jayna, Eva, Gaspar, and Imogen had crossed over, as well as Imogen’s closest Leier.

      “Did it work?” Gaspar asked.

      “It seems that way,” Gavin said.

      Alana went around the city, finding people in every building and touching them briefly. Each time she did, Gavin felt a bloom of power.

      Gaspar frowned. “So she’s just strengthening them, then?”

      “Not strengthening. At least, not entirely strengthening. She’s healing, and I don’t know if it’s going to help them or hurt us.”

      “We had better hope that it helps them and doesn’t hurt us,” Gaspar said.

      Either way, this was what they needed to do—heal and protect, not kill and destroy.

      That was who he wanted to be.

      Alana finished her circuit around the city and joined them.

      “Do you think we can keep them from following us back?” Gavin asked her.

      “I won’t be able to change anything they have power over,” she said.

      “Then we run the risk of them attacking again,” Gaspar said.

      Alana gave a small shrug. “Maybe they will find a way to understand what we offered them. But for now, we need to stop this.”

      She pointed, and at first, Gavin didn’t know what she was talking about.

      There was a power here. Not just that, but a strange connection and energy that seemed to swell all around them. It was potent, and it was dangerous.

      This was what Anna had done.

      “What do we do?” Gavin asked. “Can we close it?”

      “I think the transition is already doing that,” Alana said. “I can see it. I can feel it. Can you?”

      Gavin focused on that power, and he didn’t think he could feel anything at first, but the more he tried, the clearer that connection became. He could detect it.

      “It was the city itself,” he said. “It’s closing.”

      “The Leier are helping,” Imogen said. “If you pay attention, you can feel the Tree Stands in the Forest pattern being used. Or maybe you cannot, Chain Breaker. You are not Leier, after all.”

      “As you are prone to remind me.”

      Imogen laughed.

      “Gavin,” Jayna snapped.

      He frowned as he looked over to her. “What is it?”

      “We’ve drawn some attention.”

      He stared ahead and realized that she was right.

      They were not alone.

      Shapes in the distance were coming at them.

      He pushed upward using Lightning Strikes, but it was less effective than it normally was. Once in the air, he looked around. There had to be fifty or more monsters coming from all directions. And if Gavin wasn’t wrong, these were all the same sort of spike monsters that he’d dealt with before.

      “This is going to be a problem,” he said. “We can go back, or—”

      “I don’t think we can go back just yet,” Alana said. “I’m not yet done. Not all the El’aras were influenced, so I have left those alone, but there have probably been two dozen.”

      Two dozen. Two dozen El’aras who were now altered, including Anna.

      They were not going to have enough time. The creatures were moving quickly and with such ferocity that he would not be able to delay them.

      Even as he readied his defenses, they were upon them.

      He created his blade of energy and darted toward one of the creatures. This time he was infused with the power from this realm. It was no longer his core reserves and the bralinath power individually, but a merger of those two and the connection to this realm that the spike had granted him. It fortified the beam of energy and made it even more substantial, which he swung toward one of the creatures.

      It pierced the monster, and it dropped.

      Well, that’s new.

      All around him, the Leier were fighting. Three Leier could take on one of the creatures, but there were so many coming at them.

      Jayna and Eva were also in the thick of the battle. Smoke swirled from Eva, who had pierced her hands with enchantments, and Jayna threw fireballs, which were mostly effective.

      And then there was Imogen, who flew forward using lightning, her uniquely thin blade, and sword skill unlike anything Gavin had ever seen before. She was a blur. She was a true master swordsman.

      Gavin had to do something.

      He embraced the power within him, and as he did, he could feel the energy building. He could feel the way it was rippling, driving through him.

      Something slammed into him from behind.

      Gavin turned. It was one of the El’aras.

      “We’re protecting you,” Gavin growled.

      He spun and kicked, which surprised the El’aras, who caught his foot and went flying back. Gavin spun the other way, bringing his blade of energy out and carving through the creatures.

      He wasn’t fast enough this way.

      He needed a different technique. He needed his own technique.

      But for now, he just fought by instinct, forgoing everything Tristan had taught him. Or maybe he didn’t. Maybe everything blended together into a single type of fighting style, allowing him to merge all the different kinds of power he had.

      He battled, blazing forward and kicking again and again.

      Somebody appeared next to him.

      An El’aras?

      It was Brandon.

      “I’ll fight by you,” he said, wielding a massive hammer.

      Where had he gotten that?

      Brandon swung it, striking one of the monsters and sending it backward. Spikes cracked free as the creature went flying away.

      Gavin blasted another creature, and then another. Each time he did, he could feel the power pushing backward.

      Soon it wasn’t just Brandon fighting alongside them. More El’aras had joined.

      Anna remained behind, along with the other El’aras Alana had healed, as if they were waiting.

      Gavin faced four of the creatures. They converged, spikes shooting at him, and he reacted by forming a barricade. Surprisingly, his barricade caused spikes to erupt out of him. The ability came from a mixture of his bralinath connection, the core reserves, and the addition of this bizarre new power.

      The creatures were pushed away.

      The El’aras who had been fighting alongside them met those creatures head on and beat them down. Brandon stayed at his side, much like he promised.

      Gaspar glanced over and grunted. “Never thought I would see that,” he said, shaking his head. “Good to have some allies.”

      “And just in time,” Gavin said. “I don’t know that we’re going to be able to do much to stop what’s coming.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The strange tension inside Gavin was intensifying. He could feel power, though he didn’t know if it was drawing on the natural energy of this place, or if it had its own magic. Whatever it was, it was heading straight toward them.

      Gaspar groaned. “Now I see it. Some damn big creature is coming our way.”

      “Not just one,” Gavin said.

      Three of them were rumbling toward them, all like the one creature that had nearly killed Gavin, but larger. Enormous. And filled with a dangerous power.

      The creatures somehow knew they were here. Had they been drawn by what Gavin and the others had been doing—or had they been sent?

      The latter was a more dangerous proposition, and one he worried more about.

      But they could do nothing here.

      “Let’s finish this quickly and get back,” Gavin said.

      “We can’t leave the others behind,” Brandon said.

      Gavin turned to look at the El’aras waiting next to Anna. “I don’t intend to leave anyone behind, but I’m not going to take on huge monsters that are stronger than what we can handle. I know my limits.”

      Brandon regarded him for a long moment. “Whatever you command, Chain Breaker.”

      Gavin was thankful that Brandon hadn’t argued. He wasn’t sure what he would have done had he needed to deal with the El’aras as well.

      They resumed the battle, focusing on the spiky monsters, which retreated once they realized they were overmatched. That suggested a measure of forethought and planning, which concerned Gavin. How intelligent were those things? Could whoever had sent them be like the creatures, or were they something else entirely?

      Once those spiked creatures were gone, quiet settled around them, other than the rumbling of the other monsters that thundered in their direction.

      Gavin turned to the others who had fought with him. “Prepare to evacuate,” he said.

      He was ready for somebody to protest, but nobody did. He supposed that he wasn’t terribly surprised by that because no one would be able to do or say anything, given what they had been dealing with.

      Gavin looked toward where Anna and the other El’aras had been waiting.

      They had surrounded Alana.
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      Gavin strode over, and he formed a giant beam of energy between his palms, then split it  into either hand. He and all his allies approached Anna and her El’aras.

      “Let her go,” Gavin said.

      “She did this to us,” Anna said.

      “She only healed you, the same way she healed me. You were corrupted. You can feel it if you pay attention, and then you would recognize that your pursuit for understanding and a power you had lost was what brought you here. This is nothing she did to you. She helped you. This is because of the Others.”

      Gavin looked over to where Alana was standing, a serene expression on her face.

      She had always been a confident and innocent young girl, but her lack of concern was something else.

      “Have her take it away,” Anna said.

      “It can’t be taken away,” Alana said softly. “I will work with you, and I will try, but you called upon this. You did this.”

      Anna shook her head. “I didn’t do any of this. I was just trying to help my people.”

      “You did this.” Alana’s voice was stronger.

      With a blink, she was gone.

      She reappeared next to Gavin, and he suddenly realized why she had not seemed worried about the El’aras. They weren’t going to be able to reach her. This was her place, and she was in her element, connected to power even Anna didn’t fully understand.

      “You were used,” Gavin said to Anna. “I don’t know who’s responsible, but I felt it when I was injured. I heard it. Something—or someone—was manipulating you. Talking to you.”

      “The elders,” Anna said. “I was speaking to the elders. They guided me.”

      “Not the elders. It was these Others that the order has known about. And you know what I’m saying is true.” He made a point of also looking at the other El’aras as he spoke and making sure they could hear him because he wanted them to be aware of this conversation, more than anything else.

      Even as Gavin was speaking to Anna, Gaspar whispered through the enchantment in his ear, “We don’t have much time, Gavin.”

      He knew it was a sign of Gaspar’s concern that he called him by name instead of “boy,” but Gavin thought they had some time. The monsters thundering toward them were moving quickly, but he needed to deal with this first.

      “You know that the elders, the bralinath trees, do not speak,” he said to Anna. “They show visions. They show you memories of what they remember and experiences that they had, but they do not speak.” He held her gaze. “If there was anybody speaking to you, it wasn’t the elders. It was somebody that wanted you to draw on this power because they wanted to corrupt you and others.”

      For the first time, something about Anna’s features changed. It was almost as if she believed what he was saying.

      “You know it’s true,” Brandon said, looking around at the El’aras who were with Anna. “Isar. Junisal. Eliavan. You all know that it’s true. He is the Champion. You’ve seen it, and you know it inside your hearts. You know he is not doing anything to harm us.”

      “He drained the power of the elders,” Anna said.

      “He has done what the elders wanted of him,” Brandon said. “You know that as well. You worked with him, longer than anybody else.”

      Anna seemed as if she were struggling.

      Gavin took a step toward her. The other El’aras that Alana had healed looked as if they wanted to stop him, but Gavin drew on the power he felt around him, mixed it with his bralinath power, and created something even more potent. These El’aras might’ve been healed, and they might have some control over their new power, but they didn’t have enough experience with it yet. They also didn’t have his connection to the elders, despite what Anna had claimed.

      “You know the truth,” Gavin said. “The elders don’t speak. They show. The same way that your potential shows you.”

      She needed to see that. She needed to understand.

      She watched him, and once again, there was a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes.

      “Can’t say that I want to stay here much longer,” Gaspar said.

      Gavin didn’t want to stay here much longer either, and he wasn’t sure they were going to need to. He was getting through to her.

      “It’s not the elders?” Anna said.

      Gavin shook his head. “Not the elders. I don’t know who it was, but if it was from this side, they were directing you. They wanted you to draw that power. They wanted to come through.” He thought about the spikes, and the monsters, and everything they had encountered. “They wanted to invade.”

      As he said it, he realized something. He had seen the settlements on this side, but there had been no people. He had kept telling himself that he was going to come back, that he was going to bring Wrenlow and they were going to find answers, but he had found one reason or another not to do so. The attack had delayed him, keeping him from exploring this realm.

      But he needed those answers.

      If he didn’t get them, he would be faced with more questions. Just like Alana.

      Alana was tied to this place. She was bound to this power, and somehow connected in the same way these monsters were connected. Until they understood how, he couldn’t relax.

      “Not the elders,” Gavin said again. “And if you’re willing, we can work together. We can figure out what’s been calling to you, and we can figure out why they wanted to use you. We can do this together.”

      He meant it.

      He could tell from Gaspar’s expression that he was uncertain, and not only that, he was leery about what Anna might do and how she might attack. Gavin no longer thought she would, though. He didn’t know what she would do, but he doubted she would attack.

      What she actually did still managed to surprise him.

      She folded and disappeared.

      “Where did she go?” Brandon whispered.

      “She ran,” Gavin said. “She knew what she had done was wrong.” He looked at the other El’aras. “Don’t make this something it doesn’t need to be. You can see what’s coming, and you know we protected you. Alana tried to heal you. If you don’t like what changed for you, she will continue to work with you, the same way she’s going to continue to work with me because I’m not exactly sure I like what changed for me. We can work together to understand that power, but know that this is not the power of your elders.”

      Even so, it could be useful.

      The power that had been used on the El’aras, and on Anna in particular, had influenced her, but it didn’t mean it was dangerous. The power that had been in Gavin and burned through him and attempted to change him might have been dangerous, but that was more because it had been poisoning him in a way he wouldn’t have been able to handle until it had been merged inside him.

      “Time to go,” Gaspar said, stepping forward and raising his voice. “If the Chain Breaker isn’t going to make the decision, I will. We obviously have something happening here, and if you pay attention off to your left—or your right, I guess—you will see we have a trio of monsters coming at us. All of them are going to be more than you can handle on your own. You can stay if you want. I, for one, am going to go.” He looked over to Gavin. “So get me out of here.”

      “I’m ready to go too,” Brandon said.

      “Where will we go?” This came from one of the modified El’aras, who had grown several inches since she’d been healed. “The city is here.”

      “You left Yoran,” Gavin said. “You didn’t need to. You are welcome there. Your people were welcome there. We never banished you.”

      Now he could definitely feel Gaspar’s irritation at his invitation to have them return to the city, but Gavin needed them, didn’t he? Yoran was a place of different peoples, a place where they could all come together and join in to protect that land. More than that, it was somewhere they could study and learn from one another.

      What better place for the El’aras to be than one where they could all work together to learn how to control the kinds of powers that were now around them?

      That was the type of place that Gavin needed. Even more so, if Anna ever decided to return, he wanted her to come to a city that would be protected.

      And, he knew, it was probably time that he actually led the El’aras. They needed to know their place in the new world.

      “Can we really go back to Yoran?” Brandon asked.

      “We didn’t exile you,” Gavin said. “You left.”

      Brandon shrugged. “Well, that settles it. I guess we’re going home.”

      He motioned for the other El’aras to move forward, and Gavin hesitated, before looking at the others with him. He felt a distant trembling throughout the ground, and he knew that he didn’t have much time before the attack reached them.

      An idea came to him, though.

      He darted away, ignoring someone shouting after him. He grabbed a spike from one of the fallen monsters and ripped it free. It was sharp and hard, and it carried with it a little bit of power. Gavin worked his way along the monster, tearing several more spikes off and stuffing each one into his pocket. When he had gathered a dozen such spikes, he decided that had to be enough. At least as a start.

      When he returned to the group, Imogen merely looked at him.

      “They might be useful,” he said.

      “Now you intend to experiment with power?”

      “I don’t know. I think that we need to understand more about it. I don’t intend to try to use it to modify anybody, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “It was a concern,” Imogen said.

      “Well, that’s not my intention. But I do think it may help us, depending on what we find.”

      “Perhaps,” she said. She swept her gaze around. “I agree with Gaspar, however. It’s time for us to get moving. I do not want to be here when those creatures arrive. It’s possible that we might be strong enough to handle them, and that she may be able to constrict them.” Imogen nodded to Alana, who was watching the creatures that were making their way toward them and didn’t seem at all concerned, which left Gavin marveling and wondering what she might be able to do with them. “But I would much rather be prepared for whatever we might face rather than run the risk of endangering ourselves.”

      “Good idea,” Gavin said. “We aren’t done with this realm, though.”

      “No,” Imogen agreed. “Unfortunately, I fear our future is tied to this place.”

      “Is that something you can see?”

      Her eyes flashed silver for a moment, and then she held his gaze. “Benji doesn’t speak to me here.”

      “Why not?”

      “I have a sense that he is afraid.”

      Gavin nodded and looked off into the distance, and he could see that power coming at him. Even if he didn’t know what it was, he understood. He would be afraid too, if it weren’t for the fact that they could evacuate this realm when they needed to.

      “Seems like a sensible feeling,” he said, “but I do wonder why a fragment would be afraid.”

      “To be honest, I don’t know,” Imogen said.

      Gavin didn’t either.

      The others gathered together, and Alana shuffled away for a moment, before rejoining them. She had grabbed something off one of the fallen monsters, though Gavin didn’t know what it was. She stuck it in her pocket, and then she turned to him, flashing a smile that reminded him of the young girl he had thought her to be.

      Then he began to focus.

      Thankfully, there was quite a bit of power in this place, so the folding was easy. He was able to transition all of them quickly to the edge of Yoran. Once they stepped free, he waited for a moment.

      There was a part of him that worried about something pursuing him from the other side—another spike attempting to penetrate their realm, followed by some monster trying to break free, or maybe even those three that had been coming at them.

      Nothing appeared.

      That didn’t mean that this was over, though. Far from it, Gavin knew.

      He had no idea what they were going to have to deal with, nor did he know how they were going to have to deal with it, but the power…

      The power was something that was now part of him.

      And they were not helpless.

      They would need to make preparations. They would need to search the other side. They would need to find out who was responsible for trying to corrupt Anna.

      He would eventually have to go after Anna herself to keep her from joining the Others.

      Which might mean working with the remnants of the now dormant order.

      There was so much to do.

      Why was it that he felt this sense of purpose?
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss: A Realm in Ruin, the next book in The Chain Breaker series!

      

      With a friend missing, Gavin must make a dangerous choice.

      Gavin struggles to understand the danger found on the other side of the realm. With Anna missing, he must find answers before the Forerunners destroy everything in his land.

      They must bring the attack into the other realm. But doing so exposes Alana, who Gavin has vowed to protect. The only way to truly help her is to understand her powers—and the new one Gavin possesses.

      New powers mean new dangers, but may be key to stopping the Forerunners for good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Blade’s Rebirth. 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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